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Foreword and Acknowledgements

After years of silence under the heavy �st of communism, Ethiopians 
welcomed the opportunity to testify to the outside world about the 
wonderful works of God amongst them during those two decades 
of severe testing. 

When freedom �nally came, John Cumbers, Director of SIM1 in 
East Africa during that period, did the initial work of returning to 
the country and interviewing Ethiopians in 1993. �is historical ma-
terial was envisioned as a gift to the Kale Heywet Church (KHC).2 
I was asked to assist him on the project when my husband and I re-
turned to Ethiopia in 1994 to 1996. During the initial phase of gath-
ering materials, Ethiopians graciously gave their testimonies to John 
Cumbers and myself. Mr. Cumbers chose to record the testimonies 
province by province. KHC executive o�cers checked early drafts 
of the material. It was published in 1995 under the title suggested 
by church leadership, Count It All Joy. �at title is their testimony to 
the su�ering church’s being given God’s eternal viewpoint, for they 
saw “the wrath of man” being turned to “the praise of God’s glory.”

�is second treatment, called Overcomers (based on seven ad-
monitions to overcome in Revelation 2 and 3), presents the history 
chronologically instead, in order to help readers less familiar with 
provincial contexts and the actual ordeal. After a bit of historical and 
geographical orientation, the story moves progressively through the 
Revolution years, combining the experiences of many Ethiopians 

1. SIM had meant the “Sudan Interior Mission” since its inception in 1893. 
When SIM had been founded, Soudan meant the geographical belt south of the 
Sahara, rather than designating a country. Because the mission has expanded be-
yond Africa, the initials now refer to “Serving In Mission.” 

2. �e name of this Ethiopian church with SIM background means “Word of 
Life Church.”
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and a few missionaries whose lives intersected each other during the 
Derg regime.3 

�is chronological treatment was enabled due to many people’s 
encouragement and prayers. John Cumbers and Murray and Bea 
Coleman methodically went over the Overcomers manuscript, mak-
ing valuable corrections and suggestions.4 Most basic was my dear 
husband Charles’ patience and input as well as the practical edit-
ing expertise of our writer sons, Johnathan and Timothy Bascom. 
Friends in our Christian community upheld the work in prayer. 

However, the book that resulted was so long that a shortened story 
selected out of it was suggested for publishing. Negussie Kumbi’s life 
became the story line used in a 150-page book titled Hidden Triumph 
in Ethiopia.5 �e larger tome was tabled, supposedly permanently.

Surprisingly, in 2017 I was contacted by Stefan Ritter, formerly 
a missionary in Ethiopia. It is his steady encouragement and edit-
ing expertise that has made this long unpublished book available, 
re-edited with the addition of photographs, listings of informants 
and recorded testimonies, as well as suggestions for further reading. 

Temesgen Sahle and Dr. Johnathan Bascom graciously read 
through the manuscript and gave much helpful advice, as did 
Professor Tibebe Eshete, whose insightful endorsement on the cov-
er is deeply appreciated. Technical assistance from Jay Herrmann, 
Connie Satzler, Claire Bishop, and Titus Vogt was invaluable. Last 
but not least, our heartfelt appreciation goes to Professor �omas 
Schirrmacher and Professor Christof Sauer for giving this Ethiopian 
community’s story an opportunity to reach a broader audience. 

Dear reader, so many persons appear in Overcomers that you will 
need commitment to stick with the collage of their multiple stories. 

3. �e Derg literally meant “a committee of equals.” �e term was used rough-
ly to designate the leadership of the Provisional Military Administrative Council 
(PMAC) during the Revolution.

4. Several stories in this book combine facts from two interviews, John Cumber’s 
in 1993, and Kay Bascom’s follow-up recorded in 1994. Similarities with variations 
appear from time to time throughout this book, done with both writers’ agreement 
and permission. 

5. K. Bascom, Hidden Triumph in Ethiopia (William Carey Library, 2001; 
Amharic version: SIM Press [Addis Ababa], 2001). 
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�e “Informants” section at the end of this book (pp. 373–376) of-
fers some help by listing the pages where the main characters play 
a major role.

�e book’s uneven coverage is due to my degree of intimacy with 
what was being reported: whether as a participant, a listener to �rst-
hand interviews, or as a researcher working with written records. 
Regretfully, many people go unmentioned, men and especially wom-
en whose participation in this history was just as signi�cant as those 
who are included. Most testimonies are from believers from the 
Ethiopian Kale Heywet Church community, but the book includes 
a wider perspective, for Ethiopia’s various evangelical groups tended 
to melt together during their shared persecution. 

Foreigners like myself long to broadcast this unique chapter in 
the Spirit’s ongoing Book of Acts. Yet Ethiopians are best equipped to 
record their own history in depth.6 Some have done so in Amharic 
books which have been published in recent years. For the Overcomer’s 
collection, we are indebted to the Ethiopians John Cumbers and 
I  interviewed. By opening their hearts to us, we were privileged 
to share their community’s testimonies to God’s faithfulness with 
English readers.

The Holy Spirit enabled Ethiopian believers to survive the 
Revolution as they stayed faithful to the true Lion of Judah to whom 
their history has been mysteriously anchored. Out of this faith com-
munity come stories that should not be lost, testimonies that chal-
lenge us as we run our own lap of life’s race. 

May the reader discover in these pages some of the unknown 
riches of Ethiopia—riches deposited by God’s Spirit. �e reality of 
His indwelling and empowering presence is available to His people 
throughout the world, as well. 

Kay Bascom 

6. For references see Tibebe E., �e Evangelical Movement in Ethiopia (Baylor 
Univ. Press, 2009) and the bibliography at the end of this book (pp. 377–384).  
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MAP 1:  AREA OF RIFT FROM ISRAEL TO ETHIOPIA 
(BEFORE AD 1991)

Source: Adapted from Shelemay & Berger (1986), Jews, by Johnathan Bascom.



Part I

OLD SOVEREIGNTIES

(From Antiquity to 1972)

�e name of the second river is the Gihon;  
it winds through the entire land of Cush.

(Genesis 2:13)
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Chapter 1

“NEGUS”—WHAT’S IN A NAME?

The prisoner lay in a heap where the cadres dumped him. Was he 
unconscious or dead? Who cared? Negus was he? �ey’d teach him! 
Negussie’s blood had dripped a trail from the torture room, and now 
oozed slowly from his lacerated body, dampening the prison �oor. 

What came to his clouded mind as consciousness �ickered into 
his battered brain? Was it awareness of the trickle of blood blinding 
his eyes, pulsating from the battered soles of his feet, oozing from 
legs swollen to twice their size? Was it wonderment that he was for 
the moment still alive? Was it fear of another volley of the unrelent-
ing blows that had exhausted even his torturers? Was it relief that 
the taunting voices had faded away? Was it incredulity that human 
beings could have done such a thing? Might it have been a stab of 
identi�cation with thousands of other prisoners who had undergone 
this same kind of torture... or a visceral entrance into his Savior’s 
su�ering?

Across Ethiopia, people asked themselves, “How can humans do 
such things to fellow human beings?” In a country where “God be 
praised” had preceded everyday greetings, how could the Red Terror 
be happening? What had suddenly turned their society insane? 

Few could remember when the King had not been the banner-
bearer of Ethiopia. In 1928, Ras Tafari1 of Harar was given the title 
Negus (“King”). In 1930, he was crowned Haile Selassie, Conquering 
Lion of Judah, Nigusa Negest (“King of Kings”). Progressive in his 
youth, the new emperor was an innovator in education and took 
preparatory steps for more representative government. Suddenly in 

1. Note this title from which the Rastafarians of Jamaica take their name.  
P. Cotterell, Cry Ethiopia (MARC, 1988), 76–78, gives a brief explanation of this tie.
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1936 Italy marched into Ethiopia. Haile Selassie went to the League 
of Nations and in an historic speech, warned them of an impending 
World War if they did not stop Mussolini. �ey didn’t, and it came. 
�e Ethiopian monarch became an internationally respected �gure 
when he won his nation back from the Italians, with British help, 
in 1941. But the �ve-year Italian invasion had killed o� the intel-
ligentsia and slowed down progress. He began again. With educa-
tion came an awakening to the wider world. Ethiopia still resembled 
a feudal state. Ambitions rose and corruption grew. Although the 
northern province of Eritrea had been granted autonomy in 1952 
after World War II, the Emperor annexed it in 1962. Guerrilla activ-
ity eventually escalated into an all-out war of secession. Inattention 
to severe drought and famine in the north in 1972–73 raised more 
voices against the King. 

A successor to a king requires kingly blood, and that posed an-
other problem for the modern emperor. �ere were princesses, but 
Haile Selassie was unable to �nd a son to whom to pass on the king-
dom. �e heir apparent died in a car accident. Another son partici-
pated in an unsuccessful coup attempt. Time ran out. 

Impatient for faster changes, student leaders found in Marxism-
Leninism a tool designed for overturning the aging emperor. 
Although unrest had been multiplying underground, it was the 
Emperor’s unseating in 1974 that openly signaled a total break 
with the past. �e old Lion was captured by his own o�cers in 
a tiny Volkswagen “bug,” imprisoned in his own Fourth Army 
Headquarters, and within months purportedly smothered in his own 
bed. So ended Ethiopia’s venerable line of kings, the kingship, and 
one of the world’s last “kingdoms.” 

So also ended life in Ethiopia in its former mode. Deep as were the 
traditions and patterns of three millennia, the Revolution displayed 
an amazing capacity to force over-night change. Political shoot-
outs in the chambers of government and secret executions in the 
night hours rocked the capital with carnage judged as bloodthirsty 
as Lenin’s overthrow of the Czar in 1917. In the ongoing Ethiopian 
Revolution, imprisonment, death, and terror spread to the far cor-
ners of the realm. In all but the remotest fringes of the great moun-
tain massif, most areas were drawn into the major theater of modern 
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times, their country’s encounter with Marxism-Leninism. Old pat-
terns of every kind were overturned—politics, land use, economy, 
religion—all were upended, catching the populace in the crevasses 
of a mammoth upheaval. 

Under the eye of doctrinaire Marxism, Ethiopia’s old greetings 
in the market place, interspersed with Egziabihir yemesgen  (“God 
be praised”) were no longer acceptable. In Revolutionary Ethiopia, 
the broad masses must understand that retaining allegiance to a 
“Kingdom not of this world” was politically incorrect and punish-
able. Nevertheless, with an ancient Orthodox Christian church in 
the north stretching back to the 4th century, and a new body of 
evangelical believers emerging in the south during the 20th centu-
ry, such Party pronouncements were di�cult to enforce. Some con-
formed their outer behavior to �t the system in order to stave o� 
accusations on religious grounds. Others obeyed their earthly rul-
ers as far as they felt they could in good conscience, but refused to 
deny their allegiance to the rule of the One they believed to be the 
true King of kings. 

�us a contest was enjoined between the two ideologies wrought 
out in the actions and reactions of individual lives, the contest be-
tween allegiance to Marx or to Christ. �e former forbade the lat-
ter. �e latter superseded the former. Other countries had seen the 
same contest. Now the battle of the “broad masses” was to be en-
joined on new soil. Ethiopian earth would drink much blood un-
der the Red Star, the Hammer and Sickle; the huge murals of Marx, 
Engels, and Lenin a�xed on standards high above politicians and 
peasants in the “new” Ethiopia. 

�e tentacles of Marxism-Leninism reached out very quickly into 
the countryside, signi�cantly changing the lives of almost everyone. 
Terror is an e�ective tool. Suddenly, who was in charge, what was 
allowed, and how dissent was handled, all shifted. Control passed 
into the hands of young cadres who were eager to be revolutionary. 
Often they relished and abused the absolute power they could wield 
over people through the barrel of a gun. �e results betrayed an un-
derlying tendency toward human depravity. Everybody lost. Victims 
went through horrors, but had no power of appeal. Torture corrupt-
ed the torturers, leaving them scarred within. �ousands were put 
through standard torture procedures. 
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Statistics don’t feel, but a person does. Negussie’s case was repre-
sentative of the countless people who endured such tortures, or died 
at the hands of Marxism. A young single teacher in a village school, 
Negussie was a Christian. He didn’t �aunt it, but he had made up 
his mind not to hide it either. Marxist-Leninist doctrine demanded 
stamping out Christianity, so over-night, Christians had been labeled 
“anti-revolutionary.” Being accused of being “anti-revolutionary” was 
often all it took to put the accused in prison. Cadres in Negussie’s ar-
ea had watched for their chance, set the popular teacher up with false 
accusations, and took him o� for “examination”—under torture. 

�e prisoner appeared to be simple to break, for childhood tuber-
culosis had left him with a hump on the spine, and he didn’t act de-
�ant. “It’s your choice,” they told him, sneering. “Deny that Christ 
of yours and go free now, or we’ll break you with torture. It’s your 
decision, not ours.” One by one, Ethiopian Christians were facing 
such tests. Negussie heard the alternatives and prepared himself for 
torture. �is is my turn, he told himself, having made his choice 
long before. 

Negussie had become headmaster of a rural school a couple hours’ 
drive from his hometown. �e young man’s strong character and 
warm love for students had led to early leadership, which caused 
some jealousy. Cadres sent in from the outside found the respect in 
which the young man was held to be irritating and threatening, for 
it put them in a poor light. Even his name seemed anti-revolution-
ary. Negussie meant “my king.” He must be disposed of. How they 
maneuvered his arrest and what form of torture they used will be re-
lated later. But Negussie refused to recant, choosing death over de-
nial of his Lord. Wary of the consequences, his accusers stopped just 
short of death and dumped his unconscious body in a prison cell, 
expecting the fool to rot away in ignominy. 

What they could not see was the strength of this prisoner’s “in-
ner man,” or his linkage with the wider family to which he be-
longed. Outside the local prison, believers heard of his treatment, 
and urged local Christians to stand with their brother in prayer. 
His earlier mentor, Pastor Kedamo, alerted his Addis Ababa con-
gregation to pray. Students and faculty, who had known smiling 
Negussie as a sta� member at their mission academy a couple years 
before, whispered the news of his capture to each other. Word of his 



“Negus”–what’s in a name? 7  

imprisonment went across to Canada to the missionary family to 
whom he’d been like a son. �e two hearts perhaps most wrenched 
were his sister’s, and that of an anonymous young woman whose 
love for Negussie no one knew about, hardly even Negussie himself. 

It is about Negussie’s community that this book is written. Perhaps 
it could be called “a memoir of a faith community.” Famine, war, 
death, and destruction have long been the sad news from Ethiopia. 
She has become a by-word for abject poverty. Yet hidden within her 
is one of the “wealthiest” communities in the world. Many hunger 
to hear good news about people like Negussie and others who came 
through the �re triumphantly. Such lives point us to the majestic 
worthiness of the God who enabled each of them to overcome.

�ese stories are representative of what countless people and their 
loved ones went through. Moving along with the various phases of 
the period of communist rule, each section of this book picks up 
the thread of Negussie’s story, weaving his experience in among ac-
counts from many other people’s lives. Each story reveals a di�erent 
hue of God’s power and radiance which was displayed among those 
Ethiopians who, in their time, lived to the praise of God’s glory. 

Headlines and history books record facts. �ey tell us about the 
big people, about politicians and generals. Humanity is made up 
mostly of little people. It will be interesting to learn in the end who 
was “big” and “little,” for Jesus said: “the last will be �rst, and the �rst 
will be last” (Matthew 20:16). And it will be sobering to learn just 
Who was being persecuted—in the light of the words of the ultimate 
King of kings—“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting” (Acts 9:5b).

Many books have been written about the rise and demise of the 
big people during Ethiopia’s Revolution. �is one is mostly about 
the su�ering and triumph of the little people. Negussie was one such, 
so we will start with his story, and go on to the wider community in 
whose lives we will be privileged to share. �eir testimony to God’s 
work among them constitutes a modern chapter of Acts. 

In a small village of central Ethiopia in 1952, a boy child opened 
his eyes on the world for the �rst time. His cries rang out in the 
humble mud hut of a peasant family who tilled their small acreage 
along a nearby stream. Life was elemental. By day, the baby could 
hear his mother grinding grain outside the door and smell her co�ee 
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roasting over a three-stoned �re in the center of their circular home. 
By night, he could hear the peaceful lowing of their cattle, which 
his father barricaded within, safe from hyenas that roamed abroad. 

�e couple named their son Negussie. It meant “my king.” What 
might have encouraged these parents to give their tiny baby such 
a name? In Ethiopia, nearly every child’s name has a meaning. 
Negussie2 was not an unusual name, for the concept of royalty was 
ingrained in the country’s culture. It reached back almost three 
thousand years to the national epic. A royal son had been born to 
Israel’s King Solomon and Ethiopia’s Queen of Sheba, their history 
said. Wasn’t her visit to his court recorded in the Scriptures them-
selves, in 1 Kings, chapter 10? Somehow Ethiopia had developed a 
sequel to the biblical account—the birth of a child from that roy-
al union—their King Menelik I. Factual or not, that epic has in�u-
enced the history of Ethiopia profoundly. It has been represented in 
her art and music, literature and politics throughout antiquity and 
continues today. 

Negussie’s parents had seen Haile Selassie come through victorious 
in bitter battle with the Italians just a decade before their baby’s birth. 
His kingship had united the nation. Over the vast tangled moun-
tains and dry savannas, provincial dukes3 had fought for centuries for 
kingly control over Ethiopia, some of them from the Amharas of the 
central highlands, others from various other regions. In the 1920s, 
the duke named Ras Tafari—of the Amhara ethnic group—had ris-
en above all the others to claim the title “King of Kings” (Nigusa 
Negest). He used every opportunity to buttress his political power 
with historical credentials—reaching back to the Queen of Sheba’s 
child to claim her line and appropriate for himself the Jewish title, 
“Lion of Judah.” A Christian king, as most of his predecessors had 
been since the 4th century, the new Emperor made spiritual claim 
for his power as well, taking the regnal name Haile Selassie (“Power 
of the Trinity”). 

2. Depending on the phonetic system used to transfer sounds from Amharic’s 
250-symbol alphabet to English’s 26, this may results in alternate English letter-
ing for Amharic words. Negussie might be the chosen spelling by one person, or 
Negusay or Neguse or Negusi by another. �e emphasis of Negussie’s name is put on 
the middle syllable, and could be sounded out as “Neh GOO see.”

3. �e Ethiopian title for the equivalent of duke is ras and for king is negus. 
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Few rural Ethiopians were literate, but they knew their oral his-
tories and ancestry. Around their �res at night, the stories were re-
hearsed. Baby Negussie’s mother was of the Amharas, and his fa-
ther of the Oromo. �e family identi�ed as Ethiopian Orthodox 
Christians but along with many, lived in syncretistic compromise 
with the fearful spirits of primal religions. It must have deeply grieved 
and even frightened the couple when their little “king’s” develop-
ment seemed stunted. His mother died in childbirth when ailing 
Negussie was about two. Although the mission clinic near the town 
of Wolisso was within minutes of their door, their fear of retaliation 
from the spirits kept the family from seeking help. 

Later, an older stepmother took over the home and was not fond 
of the child with a deformed spine who sat hunched over in the shad-
ows of their small hut. Often he perched crookedly on a little stool 
in the sunshine at the door of the compound. Sometimes the nurse 
from the SIM clinic would visit homes and would see little Negussie 
at his door, smiling brightly. 

“Whose child are you?” she would ask. 
“I’m God’s child,” was his unexpectedly happy response. 
Stopping to visit a bit, the nurse could observe that the tiny boy 

showed signs of tuberculosis of the spine. Somehow she convinced 
the family that he could be helped if they allowed her to take him 
to the TB treatment center in the capital less than a hundred miles 
away. When Negussie was about four, it was arranged. Eventually 
the child returned from Addis Ababa with his TB arrested. At least 
his legs would grow, even if his torso could not fully develop. 

Negussie stood out from other children, not so much because of 
his bent spine, but because of his sunny temperament. Very early he 
had been tried and had come forth shining, as gold. His illness and 
rejection were not to be the end of his re�nement. 

The coleman family, canadians, came to Obbi station in 1962. 
By then Negussie was a bright fellow in the neighborhood, about 
twelve. �e Coleman children bonded with him immediately, es-
pecially six-year old John who followed Negussie about incessantly, 
drawn like a magnet. John was a winsome boy, and a better friend 
than Negussie could hardly have been found. Negussie soon respond-
ed to what he learned of the Lord Jesus Christ in rainy season Bible 
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classes. He began to develop spiritually, manifesting a gentle tem-
perament and exemplary behavior.

Basking in Negussie’s aura of cheerful friendliness was a gift to the 
lonely expatriate children. “He would keep us Coleman kids happy 
so graciously,” John told some of us years later. “He’d teach us games 
to play, and where to �nd animals, and how to watch the birds. We’d 
spend hours on end together.” Each evening, John and Negussie 
would bid each other good night under the big tree that soared above 
the mission compound and neighborhood homes. Moonlight out-
lined the grass roofs of round huts and threw rippling highlights on 
the few tin-roofed rectangular buildings that comprised their world. 

�e Colemans grew to love Negussie like a son. “He was always 
in and out of our home,” Bea Coleman remembers, chuckling. 
“Neighborhood kids were a bit resentful, and nicknamed him ‘the 
Minister of the Interior.’ Yet at meal times, he would tactfully disap-
pear.” Negussie became a natural language teacher for the foreigners. 
He picked up their English, and they his Amharic and Oromo lan-
guages. �e foreigners communicated in English among themselves, 
but the biggest hurdle was language. Missionaries were required to 
study the rudiments of Amharic, the national language, before be-
ing located “down-country.” Oromo, the local language, was the 
Coleman’s next linguistic challenge. Soft-spoken Murray Coleman 
managed the station and sought to encourage the �edgling church 
in the area. His wife seemed to have a gift for language, which stood 
her in good stead as she went around teaching, often traveling on 
horse or mule. Negussie’s aid as an interpreter became so valuable 
that he seemed almost like a co-worker. He often explained usage’s 
to them and advised them wisely in cultural matters. “He just seems 
to have an old man’s head on a young child’s shoulders,” Bea would 
say to visitors, shaking her head.

Periodically the Colemans would depart for a furlough. At such 
times, the biblical “David-and-Jonathan” relationship between 
the two boys was poignantly acted out through the exchanging of 
gifts—a rare coin or some other treasure. On the Colemans’ return, 
Negussie and John would continue to dream and plan together, shar-
ing hopes and ambitions. �at relationship was to have a powerful 
e�ect on John’s whole life. 
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A German nurse named Christraude (“Chris”) Ott came to the 
Obbi clinic when Negussie was about �fteen. She taught Negussie’s 
Sunday Bible class, and noted that he had good answers and grasped 
the stories well, but even so, held back to give others a chance. She 
observed that he was a thoughtful, quiet boy, never calling attention 
to himself. He seemed graced with a natural cheerfulness and humil-
ity; furthermore, he evidenced an attitude that indicated that God’s 
Spirit was quite active in him. Local families hardly owned a book or 
had the cash to buy one. �eir wealth was in cattle. Chris decided to 
o�er an Amharic Bible to any students who would memorize three 
hundred Bible verses. Negussie yearned to have his own copy of the 
Scriptures. Week by week he’d repeat an amazing number of vers-
es word perfectly to Chris. In six short weeks he had won his Bible! 

NEGUSSIE KUMBI WITH COLEMAN CHILDREN (OBBI, ABOUT 1966)
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About that time, a strong fellowship was developing among the 
area youth. A new student named Alemu Beeftu4 had entered the 
school. He was small of stature, but had been given a big name. 
Alemu means “the world.” Only God knew how that characteriza-
tion would someday be ful�lled. Negussie’s father traced Alemu to 
actually be a distant cousin among his Oromo relatives. Alemu’s pas-
sion to get an education had led him to the mission school, penni-
less, against his father’s will. He came knowing no Amharic, and had 
hardly seen a white person before. He struggled to learn the language 
and keep up with the lessons, but his determination was �erce and 
his brilliance was soon unmistakable. Alemu’s inclusion would soon 
develop a three-fold bond with John and Negussie.

Arrested by words in Psalm 15 read in a class one day, Alemu was 
riveted by the questions, “Who shall abide in thy tabernacle? Who 
shall dwell in thy holy hill?” �e conviction that he must act imme-
diately overwhelmed him. He understood the question in terms of 
his own deep personal need for cleansing before God. Put o� by the 
teacher whom he questioned, he went to Mrs. Coleman and insisted 
that he wished to receive God’s provision of salvation without delay. 
Right under the �agpole in the middle of the schoolyard, he com-
mitted his life to the Lord Jesus Christ as his Savior. 

Soon after, Alemu, John, and Negussie all three took the step of 
baptism the same day along with others in a nearby stream. It was 
a time of joyful witness to their identi�cation with Christ’s death, 
burial, and resurrection, pictured by going under and arising from 
the waters. Had not the �rst-century “Ethiopian eunuch”5 done the 
same (see Acts 8:26–40)? �e o�cial was reading Isaiah 53 in his 
chariot, and on questioning Philip, discovered that Jesus was the 
lamb of God pictured therein. Coming to water, the o�cial had 
asked, “What is to prevent my being baptized?” �is African stood 
alone in his conversion, and was baptized to con�rm it. 

4. �e Ethiopian custom does not use a “family name,” like “the Browns, the 
Smiths.” A child’s second name is simply his or her father’s �rst name, whose sec-
ond name was his grandfather’s �rst name, and so on. In Ethiopia, daughters do 
not change to their husband’s name at marriage.

5. �e Greek word for “Ethiopian” refers to the area south of today’s Egypt. �e 
“Ethiopian” eunuch may have come from Nubia.
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Centuries later, the practice of the Church in North Ethiopia was 
infant baptism. �e Aksumite kingdom under Emperor Ezana had 
adopted Christianity in the fourth decade of the fourth century A.D. 
In the �fth century, the country opened itself to monks, mostly from 
Syria. �ese Saints “engaged in vigorous evangelistic activities that 
took them to many parts of the empire.”6 Eventually the Ethiopian 
Orthodox Church came to see itself as the ark of salvation.

On the other hand, the evangelization, which took place in the 
20th century in southern Ethiopia, was not generally a broad “peo-
ple movement.” Individuals were believing that God had sent His 
Son to be their hope. Usually these �rst generation Christians had to 
stand alone in their primary belief, often against violent opposition 
from their families. Individual choice looked foreign to both primal 
and Orthodox community practices. Furthermore, foreign in�uenc-
es raised suspicion. When Alemu took the step of adult baptism, his 
family did not understand him. He was thrown out of his Orthodox 
aunt’s home. How he survived from then on is a story in itself. 

As they matured, each of the young men’s futures was unfolding. 
John could go to Canada for college, but education was hard to get 
and di�cult to a�ord in Ethiopia. Negussie was a conscientious stu-
dent but it was Alemu who stood out as brilliant. Where could he 
get advanced training, or how a�ord it? 

In the mid-sixties, Christians around Wolisso town and the Obbi 
station were excited about a new biblical training institute which the 
Sudan Interior Mission had established a hundred miles southwest 
of them in the town of Jimma. “GBI” they called it, short for Grace 
Bible Institute.7 O�cials at the school o�ered Alemu a place in the 
Institute, but he had no money for entrance. �ey o�ered him a 
scholarship. Alemu argued that he hadn’t even the funds for the bus 
trip to get there. Travel there would mean descending down into the 
Gibe River valley, crossing a bridge built by the Italians during their 

6. See Tibebe (2009), Movement, 17.
7. Locating GBI at Jimma with its largely Muslim community was questioned 

by some. One rationale was that Jimma was the second largest city in the realm and 
a domestic �ight hub of Ethiopian Airlines. Back in 1927, the �rst SIM party had 
set out to begin their work in Jimma, but had veered o� to Wolaitta instead. See 
H. Wilmott, �e Doors Were Opened (SIM, 1961).
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occupation, and snaking up from the hot gorge to higher and gentler 
terrain before leveling out at some 4,000 feet in the lush Jimma area. 
It was John Coleman’s little savings stash which helped him go. John’s 
uncalculated investment would yield rich dividends in the future. 

Alemu got an excellent biblical foundation at Grace Bible 
Institute, but Negussie got little formal theological education. Still, 
Negussie was shepherded too. Sometimes outstanding grass-root 
evangelists would circulate around speaking at conferences and 
counseling young believers. One such man was Ato Kedamo. (Ato is 
the Ethiopian term for “Mr.,” an address showing respect.) He was 
from the Hadiyya area farther south and he traveled up to Wolisso 
periodically. A tall, broad shouldered man with tremendous gifts in 
speaking, Ato Kedamo’s passion for the Lord was contagious. His 
twinkling eyes, expressive, staccato communication and skillful ap-
plications made his messages unforgettable. His ministry was high-
ly sought in the countryside and the time would come when he’d be 
asked to pastor a large church in the capital. 

�e church to which he was called was not one of the many tra-
ditional Ethiopian Orthodox churches which dotted the city and 
had such ancient roots, but one which had emerged out of the new 
churches movement which had come to birth in southern Ethiopia 
in the 20th century. �at this newer church’s existence was tolerat-
ed will be explained in the context of a later chapter, which suggests 
what may have been the Emperor’s strategy. 

It was in 1972 that this congregation asked Kedamo to visit them 
as a pastor candidate. Years after his initial interview in Addis Ababa, 
he used to tell about his country-boy struggle with going to the capi-
tal. It was his habit to tell amusing stories, sometimes about his own 
foibles, as a vehicle for teaching some principle. When invited to 
the capital, he had just one suit to his name, a khaki one, made by 
a roadside tailor in Hossana town. He got it all pressed, but when 
he arrived in Addis Ababa in the cool season, he found men to be 
wearing stylish wool suits. He tried to put his best foot forward, but 
could not help speaking with a down-country Hadiyya accent, not 
impeccable Amharic. People snickered during the �rst �ve minutes 
of his candidating message, until the solidness of the content and 
dynamism of his preaching began to dawn on them. After all, he’d 
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not been a student in formal government schools. In the end, he 
was called to the big city congregation. “Come and hear the preach-
er who never learned,” he later joked about himself. 

In those earlier days of his circuit riding through Wolisso, Kedamo 
was a role model for the three young men. None could have known 
that many years later, the matured Negussie would eventually get 
biblical education in preparation to assist Ato Kedamo in the signif-
icant ministry in Addis Ababa.

As the years passed, the three friends matured. Separation was 
not welcome, but adulthood challenged them all. Alemu graduat-
ed from Grace Bible Institute and took his �rst appointment. John 
left for college in Canada. Negussie looked for further education in 
Ethiopia.

During their twenties, John and Negussie wrote letters back and 
forth and pored over each word when the treasured message arrived. 
One consolation was to look forward to reunion when John would 
come “home” some summer. John’s Canadian friends could hard-
ly have understood the bond between this “Jonathan and David.” 
�ey’d shared love of the same country, life in the same neigh-
borhood, and had committed themselves to serve the same King. 
�at kind of brotherhood goes far deeper than nation or ethnic 
designation. 

�en they kissed each other and wept together— 
but David wept the most. Jonathan said to David,  
“Go in peace, for we have sworn friendship with each other  
in the name of the LORD, saying,  
�e LORD is witness between you and me,  
and between your descendants and my descendants forever.” 

(1 Samuel 20:41b, 42) 
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Chapter 2

DISCOVERING ANCIENT 
SOVEREIGNTIES

Negussie was becoming an adult just as the unthinkable was about 
to take place, the dissolution of the Ethiopian kingship. To even be-
gin to grasp the meaning of this event requires some appreciation 
of Ethiopia’s venerable history. As foreigners arriving in this ancient 
land, we searched for keys to unlock her mysteries. Supplying some 
of them may help to contextualize this complex community, before 
we pick up Negussie’s story. 

Before my husband and I set foot on Ethiopian soil, we began to 
search for clues that would help us to understand this fascinating 
land. We learned that Ethiopia’s exact identity or boundaries over the 
eons remains uncertain. A variety of leads can be followed. Chapter 
two of the Bible refers to “Cush” in earliest biblical times—when 
the term seemed to mean “beyond Egypt.” Moses is recorded as tak-
ing an “Ethiopian wife” two thousand years before Christ. In King 
Solomon’s time, “Sheba” may have referred to the vast region stretch-
ing from what we now call Sudan to Arabia. In the New Testament 
book of Acts, a key Ethiopian o�cial asks to be baptized. 

During modern times, “Abyssinia” or “Ethiopia” has referred to 
a nation state lying between the latitudes of 3 to 18 degrees North 
of the equator and 33 to 48 degrees East of the Prime Meridian. 
Ethiopia is in the center of “the Horn.” Jutting out from the conti-
nent’s land-mass, “the Horn of East Africa” is outlined by the narrow-
er Red Sea which �ows along the coasts of Egypt, Sudan, and Eritrea, 
and the wider Indian Ocean which is wrapped around Somalia. 

Years later we were intrigued to discover that there is a dramatic 
geographical link between Ethiopia and Israel. Strangely, Ethiopia’s 
broadest geographical contours are generated from Israel. Israel 
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seems far away, located on a land bridge at the crossroads between 
Asia, Europe, and Africa. But down at the ancient city of Jericho (of 
Joshua’s fame) a signpost reads: “�e lowest town on earth.” One of 
its listings points south to Israel’s Great Salt Sea. �at sea initiates a 
long geographical �ssure extending 5,000 miles southwards, called 
“the Great Rift.” �e Rift cuts through Ethiopia, top to bottom. It 
gashes the earth’s surface and creates natural water reservoirs from 
Israel’s Dead Sea to Mozambique. �e Rift stands out as Ethiopia’s 
most dramatic land feature. In the north, mountain ranges fall o� 
to the east and west from craggy heights that resemble the tan-green 
spine of a crocodile crouched north to south on desert sands. From 
stunning peaks up to 14,000 feet, the topography abruptly plung-
es eastward to the moonscape of the Danakil Desert, below sea lev-
el. �e jagged pinnacles, deep gorges and �at buttes of the awesome 
Simien Mountains dissipate westward into the desert lowlands of 
Sudan. In the south of Ethiopia, between high but gentler moun-
tain ranges, lies a string of Rift-created lakes in valleys that stretch 
on toward Tanzania’s Serengeti plain. 

�ese landforms we would see bit by bit in the future, but up-
on our arrival, the capital alone was more than we could take in. 
Like many a traveler wandering in its streets, we were puzzled by 
signs: “�e Gihon Hotel,” “Road to Nazareth,” “Queen of Sheba 
Restaurant” or “St. Michael’s Church.” When we asked people 
their names, often they’d respond “Abraham, Yisak, Yakob, Dawit, 
Solomon, Matteos, Yohannes, Mariam, Marta,” or the like. Was this 
Africa? While many Ethiopians wore western clothing on the city 
streets, some were in national garb woven from glistening white cot-
ton which looked more Middle Eastern than African. At a restaurant, 
the menu was adjusted to the weekly fasting days of the Orthodox 
Church, devoid of meat. Foods are chosen in accordance with Old 
Covenant dietary laws, such as the avoidance of pig meat. �e music 
we heard from radios didn’t sound very “African,” sometimes Jewish 
in tempo and tone. Where were we?

In gift shops, tourists were buying oil paintings, lampshades, silk 
scarves, or pamphlets, depicting the national epic, the Kebra Negest 
(“the Glory of Kings”), the story of the Queen of Sheba and King 
Solomon, who lived in the 10th century BC. Ethiopia’s present king 
took his title from Solomon, calling himself “Lion of the Tribe of 
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Judah.” We knew scripture enough to appreciate this biblical refer-
ence as a prophetic identi�cation of the tribe from which the Messiah 
was to arise. But we wondered how this title commanded such a fo-
cus in modern Ethiopia. We went looking for the Emperor’s Palace. 
Impressive! We stood at its iron-barred gate �anked by stone lions 
with crowns, and out on the grounds were real caged lions who 
roared, to our three sons’ delight.

As we took a taxi around Addis Ababa, we discovered Ethiopian 
Orthodox churches to be the center of almost every neighborhood, 
although interspersed by an occasional hub around a mosque. �e 
symbol of the cross appeared everywhere. Whether on churches, in 
shops, on magazines, or around necks, Ethiopian crosses seemed to 
symbolize the nation. �ey are repeated in multiple forms from art 
to advertising, from large crosses held up by the Orthodox priests, 
to tiny ones worn as jewelry. �ey are produced in gold, silver, brass, 
wood, and embroidery, with a great variety of designs. We began to 
wonder what these crosses really signi�ed. Was it their national sym-
bol? An art object? A receptacle of history? How much were these 
embellished crosses connected to the execution stake of the Lamb 
of God? 

Old Covenant or New Covenant, Jewish and Christian symbols 
seemed to be interchanged with abandon. In a travelogue we ran on-
to an anecdote, which typi�ed the “folk” understanding, we some-
times met. Travelers told of an exchange while dining in a lovely 
Ethiopian restaurant in Addis Ababa. �ey had just returned from 
seeing the famous rock churches at the 12th century site of Lalibela. 
King Lalibela had tried to create an Ethiopian “Jerusalem,” having 
monolithic churches hewn out of red rock. �e most famous is in 
the shape of a cross, and was excavated entirely below ground level. 
�e graceful waitress, dressed in the white national costume embroi-
dered with a lovely cross, heard about the travelers’ trip. “Lalibela 
was a personal friend of Jesus Christ,” she remarked proudly. “Oh, 
how could that be?” they asked with surprise, “for Christ was in the 
1st century, and Lalibela the 12th!” Looking perplexed but proud, 
this daughter of the ancient empire raised her chin and before turn-
ing to go, stated categorically, “We were Christians in Ethiopia long 
before Christ.” 
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After getting these first impressions, we kept looking for keys 
to unlock some of these enigmas. One was hidden from our eyes, yet 
seemed to be the golden key. �is symbol seemed even more deeply 
�xed in the culture than the cross. Above all others in the myriad of 
ecclesiastical ceremonies and symbolism of the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Tewahedo Church, the Ark of the Covenant is the focal point. An 
Orthodox church is constituted a church by having its own replica 
of the Ark, much as a synagogue has a Torah. 

Ethiopia has claimed to have had the original Ark for centuries. 
People ask, can this insistence remain today? Yale University Press 
in association with the Institute of Ethiopian Studies in 1993 pub-
lished a beautiful collection of Ethiopian art called African Zion. In 
its opening chapter, called “Dreaming of Jerusalem,” this statement 
summarizes the place of the Ark:

�e Ethiopian claim [...] involves the appropriation of the direct line of 
descent from King Solomon himself, and the assertion that the presence 
of God had been brought to Ethiopia in the Ark of the Covenant. �is 
presence meant that the Ethiopian emperor ruled in a New Israel, and 
it gave him a preeminent position among Christian kings even above 
Constantine the Great, who may have possessed hundreds of relics but 
nothing to rival the Ark.8 

Israelis may insist that the Ark is hidden beneath Jerusalem’s Temple 
Site, but Ethiopia claims that it was secretly carried to Ethiopia 
during Solomon’s time, that it has been moved to various places 
in Ethiopia and now rests in the city of Axum. Whether factual or 
not, Ethiopian writers demonstrate this con�dence, one example of 
which was published in 1992: 

�e original Holy Ark of the Covenant which was brought by Menelik 
from Jerusalem before the destruction of the Temple by Nebuchadnezzar 
is kept in the sanctuary of the church of Sion Mariam (S. Mary of Sion) 
at Aksum, the holiest of the holy churches of Ethiopia. �is has made 
Aksum a source of religious inspiration to this day and Sion Mariam 
is considered the mother church of the more than 22,000 Ethiopian 
Orthodox churches with 250,000 clergy that exist in Ethiopia today.9 

8. R. Grierson et al., African Zion (Yale Univ. Press, 1993), pp. 4f.
9. Belai G., Ethiopian Civilization (Belai Giday, 1992), 15. Note the reference 
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Eventually it began to dawn on us that Israel was the root of all the 
symbols. Bit by bit we came to the conclusion that the Great Rift’s 
�nger pointing from Ethiopia north to Israel is a telling one, for more 
than geological reasons.10 For centuries, Jerusalem has been in many 
senses the lodestar of Ethiopia.

We found that whether we studied the national epic, the histor-
ical sites, the ecclesiastical system, the art, the music, or even the 
greetings of Ethiopia, overtones of Israel are everywhere. Ethiopia 
bases the calendar on the lunar rather than the solar year, as did 
the Hebrews, and rather than Asia’s “year of the rat” or the “horse,” 
Ethiopia’s are “the year of Matthew,” or “Mark,” “Luke,” or “John.” 

Ethiopia boasts the longest Christian heritage of any nation in 
Africa, and constitutes probably the most Jewish country outside of 
Israel herself. With a history of relative kindness and peace toward 
Muslims, the Ethiopian populace joins in devotion to the shrines of 
Jerusalem, with only the largely unreached peoples on the fringes of 
the country unaware of that biblical nexus. 

Lines of communication, immigration, and pilgrimage be-
tween Ethiopia and Israel have been recorded for three millennia. 
Understandably, ethnic and religious ties became knotted and mys-
terious to unwind. 

King Lalibela is thought to have constructed his simulated 
Jerusalem in the mountains of northern Ethiopia as a substitute for 
the exhausting pilgrimages his people were making to the Holy City, 
sometimes dying on the way. Modern explorers rated the constel-
lation of rock churches as one of “the wonders of the world.” I saw 
them in an encyclopedia in my childhood. It would be long into 
our Ethiopian pilgrimage, however, before we would have the priv-
ilege of visiting there. When our prop plane landed on a dirt air-
strip in the valley below Lalibela and our transit bus reached the lit-
tle town, Charles and I began to see that if we got out of sight of 
the two or three modern hotels and the tin roofs of an occasional 
public building, it would seem as if time had stood still. �e circu-
lar home construction out of local rocks, or the apparel of priests, or 

to Zion / Sion. �e mother church of Ethiopia is called “Mary of Zion,” the Mother 
of the Messiah. Behind the Ark lies Israel. 

10. See map on p. xiv.



22  Overcomers

the ecclesiastical Ge’ez language whispered in the vaulted monolith-
ic churches, all seemed to di�er little from when the underground 
structures were carved out of the rocks eight hundred years before. 

Today, Ethiopians can �y to Lalibela, and they jet to Israel too. 
�ousands of pilgrims go yearly from Ethiopia to Israel, where they 
can �nd an Ethiopian Jewish synagogue or an Ethiopian Orthodox 
church or monastery that has been maintained for centuries. Years 
after our sons were grown, Charles and I sat one memorable day in 
the circular outer court of the old incense-scented Orthodox church, 
absorbing its total Ethiopian aura, yet we were in Jerusalem. In the 
Old City, Ethiopian monks live on the roof above the Ethiopian 
Orthodox chapel, the door of which opens onto the courtyard 
shared with the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. A monk who was 
concerned about a sick brother discovered Charles was a doctor and 
spoke Amharic, so promptly asked for a medical consultation on the 
roof. After a delightful interchange, the kindly monks led us from 
their high perch down through the back entrance into their ancient 
holy shrine, a more intimate exposure than we’d ever been allowed 
in their homeland. 

Jewish ties with israel are even older than Christian. Ethiopia’s an-
cient and mysterious community of “Black Jews” has been an enig-
ma many have sought to solve. �is community’s 20th century pil-
grimage has been fascinating. �ey made world news with Israel’s 
daring airlifts of thousands of Beta Israel (“House of Israel”) to the 
Holy Land in 1984 and 1991. �ese deliverances became known as 
“Operation Moses” and “Operation Solomon.”11 Israel called it “the 
essence of what the State of Israel is about,” and proudly quoted the 
Ethiopian Jewish proverb, “�e hungry go to food, the thirsty go to 
water, but I go to Jerusalem.” 

Had this community once harbored the Ark? �ey say it was 
taken from Ethiopian monks who were keeping it on an island in 
Lake Tana to Axum in the Christian era. Axum has been the heart 
of Ethiopian Orthodoxy since the rule of King Ezana. Axum’s his-
tory stretches back centuries before that, claiming the palace ruins 

11. See accounts in T. Par�t, Operation Moses (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1985); 
K. Shelemay and N. Berger, �e Jews of Ethiopia (Jewish Museum etc., 1986); R. 
Gruber, Rescue (Atheneum, 1987).



Discovering ancient sovereignties 23  

of the Queen of Sheba, and a ruin of an ancient temple at nearby 
Yeha. Fascination with the Ark has brought mystics and adventur-
ers to Ethiopia for centuries. As recent as the 1990s, writer Graham 
Hancock’s own quest for the Ark unfolds like a gripping mystery 
story, 600 pages long.12

Like many others, we too eventually �ew over the great Simien 
Mountains to Axum, the dusty streets of which still seem to breathe 
with the mists of antiquity. We were moved to see and touch the solid 
reality of Axum’s colossal stone stelae, inexplicably raised about the 
time of Christ. In the Sunday morning dawn, we stood on the road-
side and witnessed long processions of the white-clad faithful circling 
the town behind priests, each carrying their own church’s tabot (rep-
lica of the Ark), just as they have done for hundreds of years. As for-
eigners, we were allowed just close enough to the church that claims 
to house Solomon’s Ark to glimpse its green dome through the trees. 
Only one priest is allowed to attend it, and he for life. 

�ese roots passed on in sacred literature and art, in festivals and 
fasts, and reinforced by the wedding of church and state, underlie 
the enormous sense of pride among Ethiopians. It is as if they would 
say to the world, “Our history proves us supreme—we have lived by 
the best of both faiths, Jewish when God gave the Old Covenant, 
and Christian when He gave the New. Are we not the keepers of the 
Ark of the Covenant?” Surely they are a unique people, some would 
say an eschatological people.

On the other hand, while Ethiopia’s best-known history revolves 
around the peoples of these Covenants, a vast area of the present na-
tion is peopled by ethnic groups who are relative newcomers to the 
region, having migrated into what is called Ethiopia in the last 500 
years. Away from the central highlands, out from Amhara in�uence 
where the Ark is venerated, out among the Muslims in the lowlands 
or among the traditional religionists, of the south, other images 
hold sway: minarets point skyward in the towns, and huge sacred 
trees soar above sites of spirit worship in remote regions. Jerusalem 
seems far away. 

12. See G. Hancock, �e Sign and the Seal (Simon & Schuster, 1993).
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History doesn’t supply all the keys to a country. Geography plays 
a powerful role as well. Reared amid the �at �elds of Kansas, I grew 
up with geography based on a simple square grid. In Ethiopia, lit-
tle could be marked plain “north, south, east, or west.” It seemed 
just “up or down or winding” When trying to get a sense of physi-
cal direction in this complex terrain, I came to imagine the map of 
Ethiopia as a 1,000 by 1,500 mile diamond-shaped clock face with 
the capital, Addis Ababa, in the center. Precious few tarmac roads 
radiate out from the hub. �ese main roads do not resemble straight 
wheel spokes, but undulate over tangled mountain passes, down into 
deep river gorges and snake back up to breathtaking heights. Only an 
air route map with straight lines “like the crow �ies” projects a hub-
and-spoke pattern, radiating out from the capital to distant points 
around Ethiopia’s circumference. With Addis Ababa as the clock’s 
center, Asmara would lie where the clock hand points northward to 
twelve o’clock, Harar roughly along a hand pointing eastward toward 
three, Dilla southward toward six, Gambella westward toward nine. 

Topographical features generally cut through Ethiopia vertically 
from north to south, the Rift’s high spine and deep fault splitting 
east from west. Sociologically speaking, however, an intangible divi-
sion is discernible by imagining a horizontal line cutting across the 
country from east to west, a little above the capital. �is imaginary 
line (parallel to the equator, which runs through Kenya a little low-
er on the globe) divides the nation into “the north” and “the south.” 
�ese two terms are repeatedly used not only as a physical distinc-
tion, but in discussions of the social, racial, political and religious 
history of this ancient land. Negussie’s Wolisso town was positioned 
within the Oromo arc, and below the imaginary line, so it was con-
sidered to be “the south.” 

Much has been written about Ethiopia’s northland. Were we to 
trace the capitals from which Ethiopian kings have ruled, locate sites 
of historic battles, visit Jewish communities or Orthodox shrines, 
they would overwhelmingly be positioned in the north. If we fo-
cus upon catastrophes for which Ethiopia is most known in the last 
half-century, her devastating famines and the Eritrean–Ethiopian 
War, both were largely su�ered in the north. Only the upheaval of 
her Marxist-Leninist Revolution spread over the whole contempo-
rary face of the country. 



Discovering ancient sovereignties 25  

So what of the south? What of the southerners, the more numer-
ous, usually deeper-complexioned peoples whose small acreages tilt 
along the angles of greener mountains, cluster in the verdant valleys 
of the central heartlands, or stretch out into bushlands roamed by 
nomads following their herds? Who knows much about them out-
side of Ethiopia, except for an occasional missionary or anthropol-
ogist? Who has cared what they have experienced over the ages, or 
su�ered in the last quarter of this century when the world’s media 
eye was on the north? How might we become aware of the predica-
ment and the potential of these little-known people groups lost in 
the mists of rugged ranges and non-history? 

Although this book is sensitive to northern predominance in 
Ethiopia’s history and is intertwined with recent events that also took 
place in the north, it is largely written about people of the southern 
heartland and its fringe of primal people. �eirs is a fascinating sto-
ry, one which is taking wings. Peasants and pastoralists have eked-
out their existence across the vast face of Ethiopia for centuries. �eir 
isolation and lack of literacy kept them unknown and unknowing. 
But a great awakening has occurred in southern Ethiopia this last half 
century. Something with more longevity than Marxism-Leninism 
has begun to change the present and the future of this great land. 
True, southerners who were sent to the northern battlefront served 
more often as gun fodder than as generals in the recent prolonged 
con�ict over Eritrea. But like Negussie, many have been valiant in 
an unseen war. �ey have proved faithful to an unseen Captain. For 
those with eyes to see, His presence has been an unmistakable real-
ity behind unexplainable victories won “not by might and not by 
power, but by God’s Spirit.” 

When the queen of Sheba heard about the fame of Solomon  
and his relation to the name of the LORD,  
she came to test him with hard questions [...] 
When the queen of Sheba saw all the wisdom of Solomon  
and the palace he had built [...]  
She said to the king,  
“�e report I heard in my own country  
about your achievements and your wisdom is true [...] 
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Praise be to the LORD your God,  
who has delighted in you and placed you on the throne of Israel.  
Because of the LORD’s eternal love for Israel,  
he has made you king, to maintain justice and righteousness.” [...]  
King Solomon gave the queen of Sheba all she desired and asked for,  
besides what he had given her out of his royal bounty.  
�en she left and returned with her retinue to her own country. 

(1 Kings 10:1, 4, 6, 9, 13)
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Chapter 3

MEETING THE NORTH

In the center of a knot of thousands of white-clad people, turbaned 
priests robed with richly decorated capes stood on the porch steps. 
Each held up a ceremonial cross or a brilliantly colored velvet um-
brella. �ey swayed slowly to a deep drumbeat, while their singing, 
half chant, half music, digni�ed the very air. Behind them stood the 
walls of the town’s main Orthodox church. We’d seen it before, but 
not at such a moment of celebration.

Timket, they called this biggest holiday of the year. �e word 
meant “baptism,” and commemorates the baptism of Christ, or 
Epiphany in the Eastern church. Timket is the highest holiday of 
the Ethiopian Orthodox church year. Most of the town’s populace 
was gathered to re-enact this scene which had been repeated over the 
realm every January for centuries. We’d never seen anything like it. 
Charles and I stood with our language class on the outskirts of the 
crowd, straining to take it all in. 

Our school had been permitted to operate in this small northern 
city by permission of the King. Mina Moen, our language teacher, 
was using the occasion to orientate our class to the strange culture 
in which we found ourselves. We’d never been inside one of these 
churches scattered over the country, but we could see that their archi-
tecture was similar, often a six-sided structure with the raised cupola 
in the center. �ree concentric circles comprise the building’s archi-
tecture. �e innermost hides away the church’s Ark of the Covenant; 
the next comprises the premises of the priests and their activities; 
and the outside provides a court into which ordinary people could 
come. Ceremonies were usually directed from the porch encircling 
the building, before which the people stood, and were conducted in 
Ge’ez, the holy language of worship, much as Latin was used among 
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Catholics. Ge’ez was not understood by the populace, and some-
times not even by the priests. Like its derivative, Amharic, Ge’ez 
can be sounded out phonetically without the speaker’s grasping the 
meaning. Just this once a year, on Timket, each church’s replica of 
the Ark, called the tabot, would be brought out, veiled in cloth up-
on a priest’s head and canopied by umbrellas. In fact, the Ark would 
spend the night in an open �eld of encampment. In the daytime, 
the people would be sprinkled with waters of baptism, a symbol of 
cleansing and recommitment. 

We expatriates stood there as outsiders in many senses of the word. 
Few greeted us, for in the north the missionoch (Amharic puts -och 
at the end of the word to pluralize it) were generally unwelcome. It 
was understood that permission for language learning was all that 
the mission had been given, and we were not to approach people 
with “new religious ideas.” Not eager to call attention to ourselves, 
our class did not stay long. �e next year, perhaps, some of us could 
watch in comparative anonymity from a window or rooftop above 
an intersection in Addis Ababa. From there one can melt into thou-
sands lining the streets and see the priestly clusters around each Ark 
as it passes by, hear their haunting music, and sometimes spot an 
enthusiastic celebrant dancing before an Ark, as King David did in 
his day. Of course Israel rallied to God’s single Ark, for it was pre-
scribed that there would be only one Tabernacle, and later, only one 
Temple. When moving camp, Israel’s golden Ark was carried on poles 
by priests or drawn by oxen. Ethiopian Arks are small enough to be 
carried on a head. �ey are �at, perhaps to symbolize the tablet of 
the Law kept in the original Ark, but their dimensions do not re�ect 
the presence of the seventh article of furniture in the Tabernacle as 
prescribed by God in the pattern given to Moses, the crowning cov-
er of the Ark, which was called the Mercy Seat.13 

As we walked back to our school after that �rst encounter with 
Timket, the twenty-some of us peppered Mina with questions about 
various elements of the pageantry. Since we were from half a doz-

13. Resting like a lid above the Ark (containing the tables of the Law) is the 
“Mercy Seat” (KJV term), or “atonement cover” as the NIV translates it. “�ere, 
above the cover between the two cherubim that are over the ark of the Testimony, 
I will meet with you and give you all my commands for the Israelites” (Exodus 
25:22). 
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en English-speaking countries, our accents varied. She had tried to 
prepare us for the occasion, but we’d barely grasped what we were 
hearing. Our students from the British Commonwealth might have 
understood a little more than we two, but Orthodoxy was virtually 
unknown to American Christians, with our short New World histo-
ry, our multitude of denominations, and our country’s careful sepa-
ration of church and state. 

As we walked back to our walled-in compound, children shouted 
ferenji (“foreigner”) and tossed an occasional rock at us as we passed 
along the dry, rocky path between rock-constructed homes. Mina 
explained that we were not to use the word “Coptic” any more, what 
the church had been called for centuries. �e Ethiopian Abuna, high-
est church leader, had from the fourth century been appointed in 
Egypt. In 1959 that ended. �e leader was now to be appointed in 
Ethiopia, and the church was not to be called “Coptic,” which refers 
to Egypt, but to be called “Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church.”

This alexandrian branch of the Orthodox church had broken 
away from the Eastern Orthodox churches after the Council of 
Chalcedon in 451 AD. �e disagreement involved the understand-
ing of the nature of Christ, the Alexandrians not wishing to divide 
His nature into divine and human. �at decision would keep them 
separated from Eastern Orthodoxy to this day. It would largely limit 
their view of Christ’s role to a divine one. Over the years, not seeing 
Christ as a human mediator “who in all points was tempted like as we 
are” (Hebrews 4:15) would lead to a yearning for a human advocate, 
someone who could intercede with God. Christ’s mother seemed to 
have become that intercessor for them. Mary was of all saints most 
adored. �irty-three feasts honor Mary in a year.14 

�at doctrinal argument was not the only element that distin-
guished Ethiopian Orthodoxy from other Eastern Christian com-
munions. What further distinguished Ethiopia’s Orthodoxy was 
its unusual Jewishness. For instance, on the surface, the Timket 
holiday seemed less to celebrate Christ’s baptism, found in the 
New Testament, than the Ark of the Covenant, found in the Old 

14. Aymro W. and J. Motovu, �e Ethiopian Orthodox Church (Ethiopian 
Orthodox Mission, 1970), 59.
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Testament. Add to this the weight of the nationalistic factor, for the 
Ark is at the center of Ethiopia’s epic about Solomon and Sheba, the 
authentication on which the kingship relied. 

Observing the Ethiopian attitude of deep pride set me to won-
dering. Had they’d inherited an innate sense of being related to roy-
al seed? Were they re�ecting centuries of being in charge? Meeting 
such proud Ethiopians reinforced my conviction that reaction to 
skin color was simply a culturally conditioned bias. I relished their 
pride! I did not �nd the Amharas of Ethiopia’s north burdened with 
that “chip on the shoulder” which can be sensed where subjugation 
has taken place. �ey’d hardly even been colonized. 

Language school opened various windows onto the Ethiopian 
culture. A culture’s thinking comes through in the way they express 
things in language. �e very contrast with our own forms awak-
ened us to Ethiopian distinctives. We would say, “I dropped it.” 
�ey would say “It fell from me.” In English we could bluntly an-
swer “yes” or “no.” �ey could say a simple “yes” but Amharic had no 
single word stating “no.” Hour after hour we studied grammar and 
usage and worked laboriously with Ethiopians, called “informants,” 
nationals who were employed to drill us in simple conversations and 
correct our pronunciation. In the afternoons we ventured out from 
the school compound to visit in homes. “You should go to Indalla’s 
house for one of your home visits,” one informant named Birhanu 
suggested to language students. “Who is Indalla?” we asked. “Go 
and see,” he said with a signi�cant air of mystery. 

Charles and I tagged along with someone who knew the route 
through the rocky paths between small huts, each enclosed in its own 
compound, across the one main tarmac road to continue winding 
through another maze of paths and alleys on the other side of town. 
Finally we arrived at a miserably dilapidated mud and straw house, its 
roof tilting as if almost ready to slide into the weedy garden around 
it. Chickens scattered as we ducked through the low door into the 
dark interior lit only by the door opening, one window and grow-
ing gaps in the construction.

When our eyes adjusted we began to realize a whole crowd of stu-
dents was gathered in the little room, their attention �xed upon their 
host. We were brought up short to �nd him to be a sightless leper. 
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�e students were asking him questions, and although he could not 
see to read, he was using scripture to answer them, passages he knew 
by memory. �ey hung on Indalla’s every word, which was usual-
ly a statement from God’s word. Most of the students had grown 
up in the Orthodox culture. �e holy language of Ge’ez, in which 
Orthodox services were conducted, had entered their ears but had 
hardly been able to enter their minds. �ey were thirsty to know 
what God actually said to them—and in a language they could un-
derstand. We could not follow much Amharic yet, but we could feel 
the vibrancy of what was going on between the students and Indalla.

In time we learned the connection between our informant and 
Indalla. Birhanu had been an intelligent but searching son of an 
Orthodox priest, nearly desperate to �nd answers for life. On a street 
corner he’d seen the leper, Indalla—whose disease was no longer ac-
tive—surrounded by an assortment of the ragtag orphans to whom 
he gave a home. �e man was selling a magazine called “Word of 
Life.” �e two talked. Indalla sent the young seeker to someone who 
could, he thought, better minister to this young man in his quest. 
Indalla sent him to Mina, our language teacher, and the result was 
his discovery of the person of Christ and the beginning of a whole 
new life. �e school was allowed no freedom to evangelize, but peo-
ple by their own choice could come to the compound. Students were 
the ones who were more inclined to take the risk of investigating. 
Mina was a keen Bible teacher with deep concern for students, and 
could answer their questions in excellent Amharic. Many put their 
trust in the Savior. 

As the shadows lengthened that memorable evening, we tore 
ourselves away from the unlikely man in the unlikely hut, whose 
chain of signi�cance had years before led him to the Savior while at 
SIM’s Shashemane Leprosarium in the south. His leprosy had been 
arrested, although his sight could not be restored. He was over-
joyed to have found spiritual light and healing. His joy was infec-
tious. Indalla’s simple, transformed life, simply throbbed with reali-
ty. Students who were honestly seeking were not too proud to come 
to him. He spoke life to them in words and in song. I will never for-
get sitting in that dirt-�oored hut watching that blind leper lead the 
“intelligentsia” of the town in lines of his favorite song: B’zeya alem 
hazen, b’abatey bet, hool geezay desita b’Yesus sim! It meant “In this 
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world there is sadness, yet in my Father’s house all the time [there 
is] joy, in Jesus’ name!” Verse after verse added new key words list-
ing what we can expect on earth: pain, sorrow, illness, tears, and 
death. Nevertheless, expect joy in our Father’s house! �is man had 
no eyes to see his own pitiful abode, but he clearly saw the security 
of his Father’s house. 

Encounters with believers such as these had a transforming ef-
fect on the foreigners passing through language school. We had 
come thinking ourselves to be the “haves” going to the “have-nots,” 
the “educated” going to the “uneducated,” the spiritually “initiat-
ed” going to those who had yet to hear. Over and over in individual 
Christians we found a freshness, a reality, and a power beyond our 
pale Western version of Christianity.

Difficult as language was, we were surprised by the depth of rela-
tionships that we developed with a handful of Ethiopians. Friendship 
and time seem graced with a di�erent quality in Ethiopian culture 
than in the West. Even the greetings reveal this, for before anything 
else, inquiries as to the health and well being of each family mem-
ber, sometimes even the cow, are made. People, not possessions, are 
primary. Furthermore, time is invested in relationships—time drink-
ing co�ee and just “being” together. 

SAHLE TILAHUN AT SIXTEEN (DEBRE BERHAN, 1965)
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We language school students were not received with enthusiasm 
by the Orthodox townspeople, and we found ourselves to be lonely 
and hungry for personal relationships with our adopted countrymen. 
As it happened, night after night, a soft knock at the door of our 
two-room apartment would indicate the shy presence of a student 
who took a liking to our family. Sahle Tilahun was about seventeen, 
a slight lad, with wavy hair and a dimple in his chin. He called him-
self an orphan, though he later con�ded that wasn’t the literal truth, 
but he lived like one. On his own since he was ten, he’d climbed up 
from his home deep in the canyon below Debre Berhan with peo-
ple selling eggs, and never returned. He’d scrounged out a life as a 
shepherd boy until he won a teacher’s heart and was allowed to enter 
school. When we met, he was in his sixth or seventh year of study.

Like us, he too was lonely, and more open with us than any 
Ethiopian I ever met. Sahle evidenced a disarming simplicity and 
childlike warmth that we found irresistible. Not seeming to be 
endowed with the usual Ethiopian reserve, Sahle’s feelings broke 
through on his countenance: his eyes large in a sober face, or twin-
kling with mirth, or widening with wonder. �ey’d often �it here and 
there with nervous insecurity and then would grow lustrous when he 
sensed any response to his winsome sharing of himself. 

Although his long stays sometimes exhausted us as parents who 
had to get up with children during the night, Sahle’s excuse for com-
ing by was to help us with our Amharic. Amharic has 250 some let-
ters in an alphabet that is transcribed with symbols strange to the 
Western eye. We asked him to write key scripture verses on cards in 
his careful script. As a new believer, he was hungry to learn the very 
Scriptures we were asking him to help us pronounce. 

How had Sahle turned up at the language school? Not very long 
before, the deep yearnings of his heart had led him to walk to the 
mission, as he put it, to “ask about the Lord.” Mina was away at the 
time, so he approached a language school student on the grounds 
with the �at question, “Can you tell me about God?” It was the 
rainy season, and under an umbrella, the man explained what he 
could—with the English and Amharic they could piece together be-
tween them—and asked if Sahle wanted to place his trust in a very 
personal way in this Savior. Yes, he earnestly did! Sahle was led in a 
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simple prayer and went away rejoicing—so much that he fairly leapt 
across the puddles! 

�e next day he returned for services, which happened to cen-
ter upon Matthew 6, Jesus’ teaching about trusting God’s care and 
not worrying about even basic necessities. At that juncture of his 
life, Sahle actually had no provision for food to eat and owned lit-
tle to wear. He took the Lord’s promise literally and left the meeting 
full of faith, whispering to himself excitedly, “He’s going to care for 
me  and feed me like the birds!” He tried it out immediately. God 
honored his unquestioning faith that �rst day with unexpected in-
vitations to share someone’s lunch, and then someone else’s supper. 
Next came a surprising o�er of a room to live in. �e assurance of 
his Lord’s care began so to penetrate Sahle’s heart that not worry-
ing, but instead “seeking �rst his kingdom and his righteousness” 
(Matthew 6:33) became a life principle which was to be tested and 
proven again and again in future years.

Sahle came often to the mission. At Christmas time, he reached 
out to our little �rst-grader, who got to come home from board-
ing school. �e school took a Saturday o� to explore the deep can-
yon immediately behind the school compound. Loneliness gets 
keener at holiday times. �e Ethiopian calendar, being lunar, cel-
ebrated Christmas in early January, leaving the expatriates in town 
feeling blank on December 25th. Mina carefully planned for both 
Christmases. To friends at home, I later wrote this summary:

Ethiopian Christmas, January 8th, brought 200 some to our yard, sur-
rounded by grass roofed homes, to see a dramatic outdoor Christmas 
play (Sahle played one part) presented by nationals, and to hear a per-
sonal word as to what this God Incarnate means to each, from a student, 
a mother, a teacher, and a blind leper (dear Indalla). What an opportu-
nity, and what a sight across the grass—women in white shammas, some 
with bright parasols, keen eyed students, fathers in Khaki jodhpurs or an 
occasional business suit, barefoot children playing around the fringes. 
Afterward there were sweets and tea for our national sta�, and gifts for 
each family, received with winsome soberness, and opened at home. If 
you happened to send us a card with a scene from the Christmas story, 
it is now probably on some Ethiopian wall, brightening the brown inte-
rior with its portrayal, a verse in Amharic inscribed thereon. 



Meeting the north 35  

When our language course was cut short in January because Charles 
was needed at a hospital in the south, we bid Sahle good-bye, little 
expecting to see the young chap again. It was a poignant leave tak-
ing. We had hardly realized how hungry our hearts had been to re-
late to Ethiopians and how few we had shared with on this person-
al level. Only our Lord knew that He would be weaving our lives 
together with Sahle’s repeatedly in the unknown future. And al-
though Negussie down at Wolisso and Sahle up at Debre Berhan 
were very di�erent people and were growing up in very di�erent ar-
eas, as it would turn out, their lives would intersect each other’s re-
peatedly as well. 

Jesus said to them,   
“[...] And there were many in Israel with leprosy  
in the time of Elisha the prophet, yet not one of them was cleansed— 
only Naaman the Syrian.”  
And all the people in the synagogue were furious  
when they heard this. 

(Luke 4:23a, 27–28)
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Chapter 4

MEETING THE SOUTH

What a contrast from the cold rocky north when we arrived in the 
south. Driving down-country from the capital, we were amazed at 
the beauty of the gentler mountains and stream-fed valleys which in-
creased with lushness the further south we traveled. �e rectangular 
stone-and-thatch homes seen on the rocky crags of the north were, in 
the south, replaced by haystack-shaped dwellings covered with long 
grass from peak to ground, laid over an inner wooden pole frame. 
A door was the only opening, and homes were surrounded with small 
acreages planted with corn and ensete (false banana). Our destination 
was SIM’s Soddo Hospital in the heart of the Wolaitta ethnic group, 
where a vibrant �rst-generation church had been born in the 1930s.

How had that happened? God apparently used the Emperor to 
unlock the door to mission work in his land. In the vacuum left af-
ter the death of King Menelik II, Ras Tafari from Harar proved to 
be the master of diplomatic counterpoint and rose to the top. As 
Nigusa Negest (“King of Kings”) he consolidated his rule over an 
empire which included not only Amharas, but many other ethnic 
groups as well. 

As head of state, the Ethiopian Emperor was wedded to the church 
too. �e Orthodox hierarchy was solidly Amhara, and churches were 
placed in most cities of the Empire, accompanying the warrior land-
lords who were paid for their services with something like medieval 
�efdoms. For many of the southerners, this resulted in enormous 
loss of their land to the ruling Amharas. A deep sense of subjuga-
tion was the result. 

As a young man, Emperor Haile Selassie was a progressive ruler 
who sought to unite and modernize his nation and thereby bring 
his aloof culture into the twentieth century. While attempting this, 
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he maneuvered continually in order to maintain power, playing o� 
one faction against another, whether political, geographical or reli-
gious. �ese strategies no doubt contributed to his willingness to al-
low missionaries to enter Ethiopia, something which the Orthodox 
Church had largely blocked up to that time. 

The little clinic at Wolisso near which Negussie was born around 
1950 was present because the Emperor had in the 1920s been open to 
the o�er of Dr. �omas Lambie, to start a work in southern Ethiopia. 
Due to the convergence of many factors including swollen rivers and 
earlier friendships, the �rst mule party heading from Addis Ababa 
southwestward for Jimma veered south. �e early arrivers found a 
welcome which led them to begin their work in the provinces of 
Wolaitta, Hadiyya, Kambaata, and Sidamo in the south central high-
lands. Most people in these areas were subjugated to landowners. �e 
Emperor had given missions permission only to work with these peo-
ples, most of whom had no written language, were illiterate, and lived 
in subservient fear of spirits and Satan. 

Just when small groups of believers were gathering together, Italy 
marched into Ethiopia in 1936 to colonize it. Fledgling churches had 
to be left behind when the Italians forced foreigners out of the coun-
try. Around a hundred in Wolaitta had been baptized as Christians. 
�ey had only the book of Mark translated into their language, and 
very few of these southern peoples had yet learned to read. 

While exiled in England, the Emperor enlisted the help of the 
British and was able to retake his country from Italy in 1941.15 By 
1945, missionaries were returning to the south to assess the damage. 
�ey expected to �nd only a tattered remnant of the body of believ-
ers they left behind. Instead, they discovered that during the Italian 
occupation, while missionaries were gone, some 10,000 had cast their 
lot with Jesus Christ! �ey’d been reached through Ethiopians who 
had proclaimed Him as Lord to their people. Westerners looked on 
in amazement as they uncovered what seemed to be a new chapter 
in the book of Acts. 

15. The campaign is reported in detail in A. Mockler, Haile Selassie’s War 
(Random House, 1984).
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By the time the expatriates returned, unique forms of church life 
had developed within the congregations marked by lay leadership and 
indigenous music. Missionaries were welcomed—but not to evange-
lize so much as to train and heal and help facilitate the work of na-
tional evangelists who were already networking into other provinc-
es with the gospel. It was in this context that we were invited to join 
the medical work at Soddo. 

Having begun to decipher symbols of cultural expression in the 
north, we looked for more clues in this southern context. People gen-
erally treated us with curiosity rather than hostility, and often with 
warmth. Setting up a household introduced us to more nuances of 
cultural language. �e student who helped in our home coached 
me on standards of dress for women, such as the unacceptability of 
sleeveless blouses (immodest) or jeans (masculine). I tried to tie a silk 
scarf over my soft brown hair like the local women did, gathering it 
together at the nape of the neck. We both had to laugh when mine 
kept sliding o�, not having �rm ringlets to hold it up. 

When we first arrived, the contrast between the primal and 
Christian communities astounded me. �e hospital admission form 
included listing the patient’s religion. Most patients answered with 
the word Saitan (“Satan”). �e pervasive atmosphere of su�ering 
overwhelmed me. When I looked out the window to see a paraple-
gic crawling past on the ground, or I answered the door, only to draw 
back from a face destroyed by yaws, I was afraid I could never smile 
again. Selma Bergsten, a seasoned missionary, sensed my struggle and 
began to tell me stories about local people, talking about so-and-so’s 
history, their immediate family, uncles and aunts, their marriage, new 
baby, even their cow—which Selma had learned to inquire about—
the kind of basic life elements which are common to people in every 
culture. When we started being invited to homes and were drawn 
into conversation around the �re while munching corn, or drinking 
co�ee, life began to take on warmth again. Never mind the salt and 
butter Wolaittas put in co�ee, we were coming to love the people. 
Often restless in a long national church service, our sons awaited the 
reward after the meeting. �ey followed their noses to the local home 
from which was emanating the delicious, spicy aroma of Ethiopia’s 
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national specialty, injera and wat.16 Our sons, Johnathan, Tim, and 
Nat couldn’t get enough of this Ethiopian feast! 

As I began to know Christians, their joy overwhelmed me. On the 
other hand, it sometimes stabbed my heart. My �rst memory of the 
Blind School was watching a string of little students, hand in hand, 
picking their way across the stones of a stream on their way to the 
haystack church. �eir voices rang out happily. Suddenly the famil-
iar tune awakened me to the words, Amlak cher l’nay (“God is good 
to me”). 

Just like the �rst believers, I couldn’t help wondering why these 
responsive traditional religionists had failed to hear about Christ un-
til the 20th century, in a land which had been known as “Christian” 
since antiquity. I tried to view the question through Wolaitta eyes. 
Somehow Amhara-dominated Orthodoxy with its churches dotted 
over the land had seemed to belong to the rulers who had subjugat-
ed the southern peasantry. �ey had sometimes seen an Ark paraded 
around a church and might have learned there were feasts and fasts 
proclaimed on the church calendar, but most had not perceived any 
message for themselves, no message about a Savior. �ey began to 
grasp that good news from the foreign messengers in the 1930s and 
thereafter from those �rst converts whose lives had been transformed 
by the Spirit of God. A sense of freedom broke out. �ey no longer 
needed to grovel in fear and appeasement before spirits and witch 
doctors and above all, death. 

When the �rst believers discovered that there had been nearly a 
2,000-year gap between the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8 and this 
modern-day outpouring of the Spirit among themselves, they were 
puzzled. �ey asked the �rst missionaries, “How could it have tak-
en you that long to reach us with this all-important message?” �ey 
looked out at their valleys and up at the mountain ranges which 
stretched on and on to one people group after another who were 
living in the bondage of fear and treachery toward each other. “We 

16. Injera is made from te� �our, little of which is grown outside of Ethiopia. It 
is usually cooked as a soft sourdough pancake on a huge clay griddle about two feet 
across. It is folded like a napkin and one is given to each person. It is then used, bit by 
bit, to pick up mouthfuls of the wat sauces being served. Wat sauces are concocted in 
great variety, using beef, chicken, pork, or �sh, and various vegetables such as lentils, 
cabbage, potatoes, and onions, all richly spiced with garlic and a variety of hot spices.
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are not going to let it take that long for these people to know!” they 
announced. 

And so it was that very early in the movement’s development, a le-
gion of lay evangelists moved by the Holy Spirit, not by foreign or-
ganizational strategies, went out on their mules and often bare feet 
across those rugged mountains at great personal cost—sometimes 
of their lives—to get the word of Jesus Christ to those who had not 
heard. No radios, newspapers, TV, telephones—just simple telling 
from person to person or messenger to group gathered under a tree 
or around a �re. Traditional religionists listened to the amazing and 
thrilling news of One stronger than the Satan whom they had strug-
gled daily to appease. �ey came to understand that the Son of God 
loved rather than hated them, that He had visited the world in the 
�esh, died in hopeless mankind’s place, and had risen to give life to 
all who would receive Him. �ose who feared Satan too much, or 
made their living on witchcraft, fought the new message and all its 
proponents bitterly. Yet the new hope spread like �re on the moun-
tains. Wolaitta Christians seemed gifted with a straightforward sense 
of responsibility to get the good news to others living in the dark-
ness from which they felt they’d been delivered. �ey lost no time 
sending out messengers to neighboring and more distant unreached 
people groups.17 �eir stories are thrilling, and their zeal convicting. 
An expatriate Christian can hardly avoid comparing their material 
resources with the wealth and technology at the West’s disposal. Nor 
can we fail to be convicted when we compare spiritual resources, and 
are found to be the ones wanting. 

By the time our family arrived at the hospital in 1965, these evan-
gelists had reached out from Soddo to di�erent ethnic groups all 
around them. �e original base was a beehive of activity, including 

17. �e Wolaitta story is told in R. Davis, Fire on the Mountains (Sudan Interior 
Mission, 1966). �e story of Ethiopian evangelists fanning out beyond Wolaitta 
from the 1940s to 1970s is moved forward by R. Davis, �e Winds of God (SIM 
International Publ., 1984). A. Brant, In the Wake of Martyrs (Omega Publ., 1992), 
tells how it spread from the Gedeo base. C. Du�, Cords of Love (Presbyterian and 
Reformed Publ., 1980), records the pre-Italian mission e�orts in the Kambaata 
and Hadiyya area. H. Fuller, Run While the Sun is Hot (Moody Press, 1968), pp. 
157–216 include observations on the 1960s Ethiopian church. P. Cotterell, Born at 
Midnight (Moody Press, 1973), o�ers illuminating insights on Ethiopia’s rare chap-
ter in mission history. 
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�ve types of schools: elementary, Bible, women’s, and blind schools, 
plus medical assistant training. Soddo’s 100-bed hospital and clin-
ic served Amharas from town, people of the ruling class, and farm-
ers. Local people usually focused on rituals to appease Saitan, while 
Amharas were usually Orthodox. A circular burn scar at each tem-
ple—a traditional eye treatment—usually identi�ed a Wolaitta. 

Although the new evangelical believers were a small minority in the 
province, their impact was tremendous. �ey had been released from 
age-old fears and bondages and had become open to change, rare in 
Ethiopian society. While known as a slave people only a few decades 
before, the Wolaitta believers were eager to learn to read. Literacy 
had been hard to sell in most of Ethiopia. �e country in the 1960s 
had a literacy rate of under ten percent, and it had been only half 
of one percent in down-trodden Wolaitta. Government authorities 
were puzzled by the upsurge in educational interest in this remote ar-
ea. �ey sent investigators from Addis Ababa. “Why do you want to 
read?” they quizzed a group of our Soddo students one day. �e an-
swer seemed elementary to Wolaitta believers: “To know what God 
has said to us!” �at signi�cant statement revealed one of Orthodoxy’s 
weaknesses. �ey did not put the Scriptures in the hands of the peo-
ple, hardly in the hands of priests, except in the cryptic Ge’ez. 

We went wide-eyed to our �rst church service. Given three-legged 
stools, we were seated among a hundred or more people sitting on 
logs or mats in a large haystack-shaped church constructed similarly 
to their homes. �e skeleton of upright beams was neatly thatched 
with cut grass which escalated from a central peak right down to the 
ground. �e sights and sounds of worship in this setting awakened 
epiphanies of meaning for me, time and time again. I couldn’t help 
thinking as I looked up at the huge center pole and T-beam roof sup-
ports, so like the rough crosses on Calvary. Music was a whole new 
experience with a �ve-tone scale and antiphonally sung lyrics. �eir 
indigenous songs employed a solo caller’s statement or question alter-
nated with a congregational response. “Are you su�ering want?” the 
soloist would ask; “He su�ered too!” the congregation would answer. 
“Are you rejected?” was asked; “He was rejected too,” was answered. 
�ere were songs of con�dent hope. �e solo part asked, “What is His 
promise?” With one voice they a�rmed, “He will come again!” And 
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always, there were songs of praise, deeply moving the spirit. Misganah, 
misganah, le-Yesus misganah (“Praise, praise to Jesus, praise!”). 

Indigenous practices in worship awakened me to meanings to 
which I had grown callused, or had not experienced at all. Local “hon-
ey water” served as the communion element, for grapes did not grow 
in the area. In addition to preaching (with translation), antiphonal 
music, and the Lord’s supper, this Christian community employed 
various movements throughout the service: confessions of sin, re-
quests for intercession, professions of belief, and earnest prayer in 
prostrate position. By the time a three or four hour service closed, our 
spirits were well �lled! However, our stomachs were empty and our 
appetites well primed to enjoy injera and wat around a woven bas-
ket-table in a hospitable elder’s home. Sometimes a whole congrega-
tion shared a meal outside under trees, served on huge ensete leaves, 
similar to banana leaves. Our sons were delighted with such a picnic 
with its local form of disposable plates. 

Seeing our �rst baptismal service amazed us. In the United States 
we were used to a handful being baptized, at best. We found the river 
lined with thousands of believers. �ey were rejoicing over 500 some 
adults and older youth from the wider area who were being baptized 
as a testimony to their identi�cation with the Christ to whom they 
had come within the year! At a celebration like baptism, joy is mag-
ni�ed by communal ululation, the trilling “joy cry.”

Joy was their distinctive. Wolaitta believers could be spotted on 
the road by the joy visible on their faces. Joy is quaintly expressed in 
speech by an Amharic idiom, des yelal (“it says joy!”). One evening, as 
a group went singing past our home in the full moonlight we could 
see that the procession was carrying a white, cloth-covered box crested 
with �owers and a cross. Even at funerals believers express their joy. 
A believer had died, and as is the necessity, his body was being bur-
ied the same day. Den-dah-nah!—we heard the Wolaitta words �ow-
ing toward us, then fading into the distance. It meant “he will arise!” 
What a contrast to the blood-chilling wail so often heard from the 
hospital when someone died. Unbelievers’ funerals were marked by 
shrieking laments riveted on death and hopeless separation. 

Charles’ favorite hour at the hospital was nine-o’clock rounds, 
when the electricity was about to go o� and lanterns were being lit. 
At lantern time, the few Christ followers would spontaneously begin 
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to sing. In the quiet of the evening, someone might say to the patient 
next to him, “Would you like to know about the Lord Jesus?” Given 
the bedmates’ permission, a testimony followed. Still handicapped by 
lack of vocabulary, Charles could not communicate in this way, but 
he took joy from the hospital’s role in providing the Christians with 
a natural “maternity ward,” where births from above, by the Spirit 
of God, took place. 

Those who spread this good news from Wolaitta were usually un-
assuming people. �is young church was a laity led movement with 
local elders and evangelists who had ventured forth to carry the mes-
sage, but usually the churches did not have a pattern of formal, paid 
pastors. One of the patriarchs in the Soddo area was Wandaro Dabaro 
from up on Humbo Mountain south of Soddo. Wandaro was one of 
the �rst ten believers to confess Christ in pre-Italian times some thir-
ty years before. His testimony had in turn reached a powerful slave 
owner, Daanna18 Meja Madero, who eventually became head of the 
“Table Elders” of the Wolaitta church—some 300 congregations by 
the time we came on the scene. 

Sometimes these elders or traveling evangelists came to call on 
us. �eir passion for Jesus and commitment to extending His king-
dom put my own to shame. When Daanna Meja came to call in our 
home, tall and regal in his white garb, I came to respectful attention. 
When tattered and barefoot Ato Wandaro came, smiling through 
teeth missing since torture in prison days, the presence of Jesus was 
almost palpable. Sometimes Balotay came, having �nally returned 
with her small son from working alone among a distant ethnic group 
who had never heard of Jesus. Her husband had been killed by those 
to whom he carried the gospel. Such men and women became my 
heroes and heroines.19 

Soon after we arrived at Soddo, Daanna Meja and Wandaro and 
the other Table Elders were taken o� to prison. I was horri�ed. In 
America, going to jail means you have committed a crime. Here, 
I learned, people could be taken o� to jail for preaching about Jesus, 
much as Peter or Paul experienced in Acts. One evening, we heard 

18. �e title daanna means “judge, leader” (from Amharic danya). 
19. Many of their stories may be found in Davis (1966), Fire. 
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deep men’s voices singing triumphantly and went to look out the win-
dow. �e elders had been released. �ey strode shoulder to shoulder 
down the path through our compound, joyfully singing. We were 
mysti�ed as we watched people accept harassment from primal neigh-
bors or Orthodox church / government leadership as “a privilege.” We 
began to hear stories of earlier imprisonments. �e believers were 
used to su�ering for the name of Christ and had learned to “count it 
all joy,” just as the Scriptures admonish (James 1:2). 

We kept wondering why the Orthodox church and government 
found these dear Christians to be threatening. In later years, we grew 
to better understand the wider picture. Much as in the book of Acts, 
a move of the Spirit had brought thousands of untaught gentile con-
verts into the Kingdom. �ey knew little of “Christendom,” and 
couldn’t �t neatly into the system. But they were on �re to obey their 
new Lord and take the message further. �eir faith and freedom and 
zeal overwhelmed and threatened existing structures, whether soci-
ological, theological, or political. Because they constituted more an 
organism than an organization, comprised as they were of scattered 
congregations without a single bishop, they appeared to be uncon-
trollable. Yet they seemed to be imbued with the same spirit, devot-
ed to the same purpose, led by the same leader. Who is he, establish-
ment leadership wondered, that he might be “contained”? Who but 
the Spirit of God! 

New Christians from primal backgrounds are puzzled when the 
ancient church misunderstands their motives. For example, one dam-
aging accusation has arisen in a number of local situations. Twice in 
one place, the devastating message came to expatriate Bible transla-
tors: “Your translator has just been taken to prison!” �e explana-
tion? “Orthodox priests have accused him of stealing their church’s 
Ark.” Such an accusation shows how these two Christian bodies speak 
past each other, as if on di�erent radio wave lengths. A church’s Ark 
is their most valued possession and is considered to be their connec-
tion with the power of God, in the Orthodox context. Among evan-
gelical believers, the Bible would be the most valued possession and 
the Holy Spirit looked to as the source of power. Since it is the Ark 
which constitutes an Orthodox church to be a church, priests may 
have thought a new “church” would need one, and that they might 
steal theirs. But if an Ark went missing, who could have taken it? 
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Only priests are allowed in the Holy of Holies. Perhaps the charge 
was simply trumped up to stop the work of translation. Wherever 
the truth lies, the task of translation was set back signi�cantly. On 
the other hand, the Ethiopian translator, carrying the word of God 
(printed or memorized) and indwelt by the Holy Spirit, would take 
his message and “power” to prison. Repeatedly, the accused would 
testify to Christ’s work in his own life, and by the work of the Spirit, 
fellow prisoners would become believers during the incarceration.

Our first april in Wolaitta brought one of the most exciting events 
the province had experienced in a couple of decades. �e Emperor 
was coming! In Soddo town, people busily whitewashed buildings 
on the street side. On a hill located between our compound and the 
town, which lay a few miles across a stream, the community leaders 
had built a huge dass (temporary structure) for the ceremonies. Out 
at the mission, the hospital was scrubbed as clean as possible and stu-
dents in the various schools were preparing songs. �en he came. As 
we saw �owers presented at the hospital entrance, and heard row af-
ter row of sighted and blind students singing to their Emperor, we 
stood in awe of “His Imperial Majesty.” �e diminutive man exuded 
royalty even stepping out of a muddy Land Rover wearing a military 
uniform and general’s cap.

We were surprised to be among those invited to the dinner given 
in the Emperor’s honor on the following day, because we were expa-
triates in the area. �e huge dass must have seated a thousand, most 
at long bare tables running to the back of the building, and a precious 
few at linen-clad round tables clustered in a crescent around a raised 
platform for the Emperor’s throne. We felt guilty being seated at one 
of the close tables which would have been so cherished a place for an 
Ethiopian. Here we were, eating with gold cutlery on plates crested 
with an imprint of the Lion of Judah. We tried to coach our little son 
on proper decorum, seated dangerously close to the always-digni�ed 
Emperor. Alas, when the Emperor’s chiwawa dog ran under our table, 
our three years old Tim shrieked with delight. �e Emperor smiled! 
�en, half-way through the meal, a warrior draped with a lion skin 
dashed from the rear of the building straight at the Emperor, his spear 
poised to strike. I nearly fainted. His Imperial Majesty at the last mo-
ment of the attack suddenly smiled and then rose to present the man 
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who had shown such daring with a monetary reward! We learned that 
this kind of “warrior drama” was customary in Ethiopia. �e day was 
like being part of an unfamiliar fairy tale for me, but rich with long-
savored tradition for the Ethiopians around us. 

We had gone to the event in a Land Rover with Daanna Meja—the 
slave master turned Christian—who sat tall and stately in his brilliant 
white jodhpurs and shawl, his eyes �xed with sober expectancy. When 
the historic event �nally came to a close, the dass emptied out, except 
for neighbors who entered freely to consume any leftovers. Our car-
load climbed into the vehicle and we began to lumber up and down 
the slippery red dirt road homeward. It had been so awesome an oc-
casion that we foreigners hardly knew what to say, what to ask, how 
to proceed. Daanna Meja’s eyes were meditative, glowing. Finally he 
broke the silence. “�ink,” he mused, “think! If this is what the com-
ing of our Emperor meant, what will it be when our Lord comes, 
when the real Lion of Judah, the true King of Kings arrives?”

A kingdom reflects its king. Human kings dwell in palaces, levy 
taxes, go to war, demand homage and if they survive assaults, they 
eventually grow old and die. �eir kingdoms are left to sons or min-
isters, conquerors or assassins, who go on to play the royal part and 
demand that their subjects play theirs. Ethiopia had known a succes-
sion of such kings. Who would have thought it could be otherwise?

How di�erent the King of kings! Jesus dwelt in humble shelters, 
dealt not with money or war, invited instead of demanded allegiance. 
Rather than instilling fear, He captured hearts simply by his character 
and his love. Here was a king who o�ered his gentle, wise, strong rule 
to any who would acknowledge his claim to God’s ultimate Kingship. 
He extended peace rather than waged war; won worship rather than 
forced subservience; asked no taxes, while pointing out the needy; 
su�ered no fear of displacement, never grew old or stupid, and could 
not die—except as He chose to do in his subjects’ place, when the 
Word became �esh in the incarnation. His resurrection power gave 
hearty assurance to all who chose to embrace the King’s destiny, a 
future which would include ultimate deliverance from the Enemy’s 
goading dominion. �is King alone made all his subjects equal heirs, 
and eternal heirs, inheritors of an everlasting Kingdom. 
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Such was the King who had won the allegiance of Negussie, John, 
Alemu, and Kedamo; of Indalla, Berhanu, and Sahle; of Daanna 
Meja, Wandaro, and countless Ethiopians. �ey considered the honor 
of serving the Servant King to be worth the price which He warned 
them to expect—probably to be hated, as He was. Each looked to 
Him for strength to endure and overcome until He welcomed them 
home. �ey had tasted the Kingdom and looked forward to its ful-
�llment as a sure reality in time, and as God’s marvelous goal for the 
human race in eternity. 

If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me �rst.  
If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own.  
As it is, you do not belong to the world,  
but I have chosen you out of the world.  
�at is why the world hates you.  
Remember the words I spoke to you:  
“No servant is greater than his master.”  
If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.  
If they obeyed my teaching, they will obey yours also. 

(John 15:18–20)



 

Part II

A CALL FOR ARMOR

(During 1972–77)

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power.  
Put on the full armor of God  
so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.  
For our struggle is not against �esh and blood,  
but against the rulers, against the authorities,  
against the powers of this dark world  
and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.  
�erefore put on the full armor of God,  
so that when the day of evil comes,  
you may be able to stand your ground,  
and after you have done everything, to stand. 

(Ephesians 6:10–13)
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MAP 2:  MAJOR LOCATIONS AND ROADS MENTIONED  
IN THE TEXT  (BEFORE AD 1991)

Source: Adapted from Brant (1992), Martyrs, by Johnathan Bascom.



[51]

Chapter 5

BECOMING EQUIPPED

While Negussie and Sahle’s generation was coming of age, Ethiopia 
felt rumblings in the realm: scattered student unrest, rebellion up 
in Eritrea, struggles over the ethnic Somali grazing grounds in the 
Ogaden, plus Ethiopia’s year-by-year agricultural combat with na-
ture, especially in the arid north.

For Negussie, adulthood had come. His cluster of closest friends 
was breaking up. Alemu Beeftu had proven to be an outstanding stu-
dent at Grace Bible Institute. John Coleman was studying in Canada, 
and the Colemans had been restationed at Shashamane down near 
the Rift lakes, leaving a big hole in Negussie’s life. For a time, his ap-
titudes and training were employed in the mission grade school at 
Wolisso. In his early twenties now, Negussie yearned for more edu-
cation too. Teaching was his gift, and to a Teachers Training Institute 
(TTI) it would eventually be arranged that he would go. �ese 
Institutes were located in a few cities of the country. Except for the 
one university in the capital, TTIs o�ered the highest level of edu-
cation available. Students were not always placed in their home ar-
eas, so schools became cross-pollinating possibilities, where people 
from di�erent ethnic and religious backgrounds shared experiences 
and developed new ideas. 

Similar to other areas of the world, student centers in Ethiopia be-
came natural hotbeds of dissent. Especially in the capital, the wider 
world came more into view. Agitation had been escalating since the 
mid-sixties. Students made proposals for change and facing the re-
gime with opposition. First it was the country’s feudalism they cried 
out against, then they called for educational reforms. Ethnic ques-
tions came onto their agenda. In response, the regime would close 
down schools in order to punish perceived student impertinence 
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and to cancel their opportunities to gather daily. University and 
sometimes high school students would take to the streets in almost 
clockwork annual demonstrations. It was not unusual for students 
to be reading Chairman Mao’s little red book in secret in those days. 
Two decades later, historian Bahru Zewde in his history of modern 
Ethiopia would write of the students: “As impassioned advocates 
of change, more than any other sector of the society, they proved 
to be the grave-diggers of the old regime and the generators of the 
Ethiopian Revolution.”20 

While Addis Ababa acted as the fulcrum of dissent, the movement 
burst out into the rural areas through the schools, and especially by 
means of a national program requiring students to give a year of ser-
vice in the countryside to teach literacy. In actuality, it taught more 
than “literacy.” It became a network for spreading dissent all over 
the country. Furthermore, severe measures of governmental retalia-
tion against agitators drove many student leaders to �ee the coun-
try. �is in turn created an external student movement component 
which fanned the �ames of protest from North America and Europe. 

Another kind of retaliation toward non-conforming students was 
mounting too, by the Orthodox Church. �e new evangelicalism 
which had recently come to Ethiopia appealed to the young and the 
educated. Most of the expatriate missions were not “Pentecostal” in 
the Western sense, either in theology or worship forms. However, a 
small Pentecostal movement did begin to take root in Addis Ababa, 
one which became highly disturbing to the church / state authori-
ties. Occasional excesses in Pentecostal public meetings became the 
opportunity for the Orthodox leadership to complain and take mea-
sures to stamp the movement out. Raids and arrests were one meth-
od employed.

Our young friend from language school days, Sahle, got caught 
in one of these raids inadvertently in 1972. By then, he’d completed 
teacher’s training in Debre Berhan, had taught a year in the north-
ern province of Wollo, and was slated to teach the next year in the 
northern area of Munz. Young believers from Debre Berhan kept 
in touch with each other. While visiting an older Christian brother 

20. Bahru Z., A History of Modern Ethiopia (James Curry etc., 2001), 220.
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who was teaching at the Girls Christian Academy in the capital, 
Sahle was introduced to a young woman who caught his attention. 
Aberash Takele was a soft-spoken, graceful girl with a heart-shaped 
face. She had a slight tie with Sahle’s circle, because it was a young 
woman from Debre Berhan who had encouraged Aberash to put her 
trust in the Lord, while the two were schoolmates at a TTI in Harar. 

During a summer course held at the University in Addis Ababa to 
upgrade teachers, Sahle and Aberash started to spend time togeth-
er as friends, fellow-believers who were inwardly considering mar-
rying. He would take her to restaurants or go for walks, talking the 
time away. 

“One day we decided to see if we could get some ‘soul food’,” 
as Sahle put it, by dropping in on a Mulu Wongel (“Full Gospel”) 
meeting. �ey’d heard about a surge of activity among this group 
which was so abhorrent to the Orthodox leadership, and were curi-
ous. “Pentecostal,” the group was called. Eventually the Orthodox 
began applying the derogatory term Pente21 to any believer outside 
Orthodoxy, even though most evangelical believers were not actu-
ally Pentecostal at that time. Sahle and Aberash were curious about 
the “dangerous” group, and went to check it out. During the sing-
ing at this particular meeting, government police came storming in 
and ordered the congregation to stop. �ey made 250 some people 
present (many were young) �le out of the building and climb into 
waiting trucks. Held at a police station for a whole week, the culprits 
were told they must confess that they had participated in an “illegal 
meeting.” If they agreed, answering “yes,” they would be allowed to 
pay a �ne and could leave. It they answered “no,” it would mean six 
months in jail. Sahle and Aberash both were among those who an-
swered “no.” “Such a meeting was not illegal, we were only worship-
ping,” they insisted. �ey were sent o� to Akaki Prison. 

One of the �rst indignities Sahle faced was the head shaving. It 
was part of planned humiliation, designed to be painful both to the 
prisoner’s head and morale. To Sahle’s horror, he was thrown into 
a �lthy room with 400 some men, some of whom were real crimi-
nals, even murderers. �e conditions were unspeakable. At night, 

21. Pente was meant to be a disparaging attribute which seemed to sum up the 
free church movement in the Orthodox thinking, no matter whether the term was 
welcome or applied to the group or individual so labeled.
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the prisoners on the circumference of the room had to raise their 
legs and lean them against the wall—“like so much cordwood” as 
he described it—to make room for all to lie down. Sahle became ut-
terly demoralized. Gentle Aberash was incarcerated with tough fe-
male prisoners along with other women arrested in the raid. When 
the young couple eventually spotted each other over a fence, both 
were bald. �ey were shocked and deeply embarrassed. At �rst they 
wanted to hide from each other, then they wanted to weep; �nal-
ly they chose to laugh in helpless amusement. Talking together was 
di�cult, although they sometimes were fortunate enough to pass 
brie�y at the clinic. �ey tried arranging a meeting in the presence 
of guards but found such circumstances reduced them to tongue-
tied disappointment. 

As they months drew on, Sahle came down to the last possi-
ble week for getting to his appointment in time to teach in Munz. 
Mercifully, the release came. He made it there just in time to take his 
post. However, the new teacher found persecution there too. Munz 
was an Orthodox-dominated area and solidly Amhara. Anyone 
claiming to be Christian but not observably practicing the Orthodox 
faith was in trouble. 

Meanwhile, over at jimma, beyond Negussie’s town, a choice 
group of eager young people were eagerly becoming equipped for ser-
vice at Grace Bible Institute (GBI), the school to which Alemu had 
gone. In the early seventies, teachers and students at the new Institute 
were bursting with enthusiasm and high hopes for the future. 

While on furlough from Ethiopia, Ted Veer attended a seminary 
in Chicago. Ted was impressed with a fellow seminarian named 
Art Volkmann. �e two were opposites: Ted was a spirited choleric 
with a crew cut; Art was a steady, thoughtful man with philosoph-
ical bent. Ted succeeded in recruiting Art to come out to teach at 
GBI. And so it was that in the latter half of 1973, with some trepi-
dation, Art with his wife and little daughter headed out to join the 
teaching sta� at GBI. 

As their jet neared Ethiopia, night had fallen. Only a haze of lights 
betrayed the presence of Eritrea’s capital, Asmara. In the pre-dawn 
haze, their jet passed over the latitude of Axum’s stelae, scratching 
the sky. Below the clouds, roosters began to greet the sun, waking 
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sparse households sleeping in their mud and thatched huts. Sunrise 
revealed a gigantic wrinkled patchwork blanket of �elds surrounding 
compounds perched on small isolated plateaus. During time imme-
morial, the highlands had been cut into endless shapes as the year-
ly rains gathered into crisscrossing streams that ran into rivers that 
cut gorges awesome to behold, their steep angles accentuated by the 
mysterious shadows of dawn. 

The tinkle and aroma of breakfast brought passengers alive. 
Ethiopian Airline hostesses moved down the aisles gracefully on 
high heels, in soft white cotton dresses with bright bands circling 
the hems, their smiling faces crowned with stylish black hairdos, 
their Caucasian features set in co�ee-with-cream colored skin. Over 
the public address system in clipped Amharic and then in excellent 
English, the captain announced preparations to land at the Addis 
Ababa airport. Ethiopian pilots were cosmopolitan, often having 
been trained abroad by Trans World Airlines in those days. A cir-
cle of blue-green mountains cradling Addis Ababa came into view. 
Greener �elds and tin roofs blurred past. A modest two-story white 
air terminal loomed into sight as a thud of wheels announced earth. 
Motors roared, brakes screeched, the metal bird shuddered and fell 
still. In ringing ears passengers heard the public announcement sys-
tem “Welcome to Ethiopia!”

Within days, a whirlwind orientation to Addis Ababa gave way 
to a long day’s journey with Ted Veer, to Jimma. Ted was in his el-
ement, pouring out geographical highlights and mission history as 
their Land Rover rumbled through potholes, slowed down through 
Negussie’s Wolisso town, sped down the Gibe River escarpment, and 
struggled up breathtaking pin-curves to level out and �nally arrive by 
nightfall at Grace Bible Institute (GBI). Ted had been called in for a 
new assignment in Addis Ababa, so he had to leave the Volkmanns 
with fellow faculty members for their Jimma orientation, and head 
back to his family in the capital the next morning. 

Not knowing Amharic was a handicap for Art, but he was need-
ed too quickly to allow for language training. Fortunately for him, 
English was Ethiopia’s second language, the one used in higher ed-
ucation. Although he could not see the future, Art would be in-
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structing a handful of key people who were destined soon to lead 
Ethiopians believers through perilous times. 

Fortunately, much is communicated non-verbally, and Art worked 
hard to get to know the individual characteristics of his students, 
some of whom were older than himself. When one is faced with a 
whole new ethnic community, at �rst everybody can seem to melt 
together, except for size. Big Werku Gole could always be spotted, a 
veritable giant of a man about six foot four. He was from the Gedeo 
area east of the Rift lakes, although Gedeos were not particularly 
known for height. Werku was an exception, as he was in many ways. 
Werku meant “gold,” and he seemed to have a golden touch even at 
twenty-three. Ted told Art that he had often been amazed at Werku 
as he watched him during his freshman year. “Even then, nothing 
daunted him. He did not know or did not care about his limita-
tions!” An aggressive but jovial extrovert, Werku’s natural bent for 
leadership was obvious from the start. �at characteristic would de-
velop in future years as Werku went on to become a visionary leader 
of the Gedeo church.  

Ato Tesfaye Tole (Tesfaye means “hope”) was one of the most chal-
lenging students to Art. A number of GBI’s �rst students were al-
ready mature Christians and were being prepared for further leader-
ship. Tesfaye injected a powerful presence into GBI’s student body, 
yet evidenced a quieter, more mature leadership than Werku’s, for 
he was older. Of average height and sturdy build, Tesfaye’s �ash-
ing eyes and black beard gave him the look of a prophet. Already a 
steady family man by then, Tesfaye arrived in Jimma as a seasoned 
believer who had learned to persevere under persecution in his ear-
ly Christian life. Tesfaye had long been a teacher and had �ve chil-
dren by the time he began his education at Grace Bible Institute. 
Bringing his whole family was too expensive, so they remained back 
in Chencha, the highland town above the city of Arba Minch two 
hundred kilometers (“as the crow �ies”) south of Jimma. Tesfaye 
had served as a Chencha teacher before he was married. He kept ad-
vancing academically through attending the mission’s short summer 
courses designed to upgrade teachers. �ey were sometimes taught at 
Shashamane, where the Colemans now worked. Tesfaye proved to be 
a good student of the Word of God and very practical in his applica-
tion. He was well respected, but a rebel to tradition. When teaching 
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at Chencha, on a Saturday he would be out in his garden digging 
and planting ensete trees. Local people would comment, “Now that 
you are a teacher, you should not be digging!” He would reply that 
work was not a shame, it was something that needed to be done, and 
he was going to do it. �at practical non-conformity helped shape 
Tesfaye into a �ery leader who stood rock �rm and took the conse-
quences during the coming days of testing. 

Girma Hanano was a more jovial man. Girma’s presence, like 
Tesfaye’s, was a mature one, for he was married too, with a family 
back in Hadiyya. He’d already had to be separated from them while 
he found work teaching in Assab, way up on the Red Sea coast. 
Girma had worked there with Hans Hagen, a German missionary 
who was alert to building leadership. Girma was a born commu-
nicator, a real actor, and graced with a delightful wit which would 
brighten many a situation that would arise as days grew more and 
more sober in Ethiopia. A teacher and shepherd at heart, Girma 
would eventually strengthen many a student under his guidance as 
they faced the pressures of systematic repression during the military 
dictatorship. 

One of the three GBI women students when Art taught was twin-
kling-eyed Belaynesh Dindamo, from the Hadiyya area—Pastor 
Kedamo’s territory. Not as sophisticated as the two Eritrean ladies, 
Belaynesh was from a rural background. Her warm personality and 
bright mind would in future years lead her into outstanding leader-
ship among Christian women.

Watching Belaynesh quietly, a student named Hussein Yusef was 
ready to graduate when Belaynesh was just beginning. �is thin, 
slow-speaking man stood out for one telling reason, he came from 
a Muslim family. Converted to Christ as a young chap, he’d had to 
leave his home in the north early and make a way for himself. Already 
he had served as head master of the Christian school at Assab, along 
with missionary Hans Hagen and his fellow GBI student, Girma, 
who had also taught there. At about twenty-eight, it was beginning 
to be time for Hussein to marry and move on in further service. �e 
time would come when Belaynesh would join him in that endeavor. 

Ato Tekle Wolde Giorgis, a student over forty, generally took 
the role of “father” of the campus. A very serious family man with 
a deeply furrowed brow, Tekle was small in stature but large in 
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in�uence. Tekle hailed from Saja, on the way to Jimma, 225 kilome-
ters southwest of Addis Ababa. Tekle had already been a Bible school 
teacher and a close colleague of Ted Veer’s at Saja station. Before 
GBI opened, Ted had worked seven years at Saja, and before that, at 
Chencha, where Ted had known the �ery Tesfaye as well. Ato Tekle 
could not know then that shortly after his GBI graduation, he would 
be chosen to serve as the new denomination’s �rst General Secretary 
and called to the capital. �at assignment would be di�cult not only 
because his national church body was in its formative years, but be-
cause the coming political upheaval would demand watchful shep-
herding and consistent self-denial from Christian leadership. 

�at the country would take a sudden left turn was as yet hard-
ly imagined. Art’s students would turn out to be the mission-relat-
ed church’s most highly trained student generation, the last to have 
such an opportunity to do biblical studies openly for many years. 
GBI students would go forth over the country with purpose and 
preparation, people Art would long remember, like young Werku 
“the gold,” Tesfaye the prophet, jovial Girma, smiling Belaynesh, 
quiet Hussein, and digni�ed Ato Tekle.

Up to Christmas time, classes clipped along, a good spirit per-
vaded the campus and all seemed right with the world. GBI’s stu-
dents were thirsty to become equipped for ministry and were little 
involved with the growing rebellion. �at is, uninvolved until or-
ders came to go on zemecha,22 a campaign to spread literacy and de-
velopment. �is government-ordered service program drafted the 
upper level of Ethiopian students, including GBI’s. Women were 
not exempted. Art tried to understand what was going on. He took 
photos of his classes, their garb changing from civilian one year, to 
khakis the next. Hussein watched Belaynesh have to interrupt her 
studies and be sent o� on national service. Dislocation into a for-
eign area was threatening for most students, especially for women. 
All over the country, young people systematically had no choice but 
to take their turn, interrupting their curriculum plan. Young believ-
ers sometimes found the national �eld assignment a challenging op-

22. Zemecha: i.e. “Development through Cooperation, Enlightenment and 
Work Campaign.”



Becoming equipped 59  

portunity, sometimes a time of painful vulnerability, or both. Each 
would have his or her own story to tell.

May the God of peace,  
who through the blood of the eternal covenant  
brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus,  
that great Shepherd of the sheep,  
equip you with everything good for doing his will,  
and may he work in us what is pleasing to him,  
through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory for ever and ever.  
Amen. 

(Hebrews 13:20–21)
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Chapter 6

THE KINGDOM CRUMBLING

Perhaps alert people in the capital had the best opportunity to sense 
the seriousness of the multiple battles being waged out of sight. News 
trickling in from far-�ung areas painted a grim picture of the state 
of the nation. Reports were not easy to get. 

Mission leaders tried to dovetail what national newspapers and 
European radio news o�ered with reports from missionaries located 
all over Ethiopia. Since SIM was the largest mission in Ethiopia, its 
Director was able to touch the pulse of many areas.

John Cumbers was providentially �tted for leadership “at such a 
time as this.” Tall, slightly bent, and quite thin, John had a clipped 
British accent that added punch to his slightly military manner. He 
was a disciplined man who had �rst come to Ethiopia to do a tech-
nical job. He would have been aghast then to have thought he’d ev-
er be a missionary.

Born in 1927, John had graduated from high school while still 
�fteen. He went into an air corps training scheme for aspiring pi-
lots and was accepted into the Royal Air Force in 1945. However, 
World War II was ending, landing him in the accounts division of 
the Royal Air Force—which led to two years in Iraq. After discharge 
from the airforce, he went into the volunteer reserve as an air traf-
�c control o�cer. 

John was twenty-three when he was converted to Christ. Getting 
a religious reputation was not popular at work, but his cool head in 
emergencies quickly won him respect. In 1957 an appeal for train-
ers and managers of air tra�c controllers for �edgling air�elds led 
the young adventurer to the city of Asmara, in Ethiopia’s north-most 
province, Eritrea. �ere John became liaison o�cer for the Chief of 
Civil Aviation. 
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He soon discovered fellowship with other Christians at Asmara’s 
Gospel Center, where he began teaching Bible studies three times a 
week. His habit of giving out personally-subsidized Bibles here and 
there won him the Amharic nickname Keshi (“priest”). In Asmara 
John met Naomi Bell, widow of a young missionary doctor who had 
died of hepatitis contracted from a patient’s autopsy the same year 
their �rst child was born. By 1957, Naomi was nursing at the SIM 
hospital just outside of Dessie, some two days’ bus journey south 
of Asmara.

John took out time back in England to do two years at London 
Bible College and then earned a diploma in theology from London 
University. Eventually he spent time in the States in order to marry 
Naomi. John was accepted into SIM in 1961 through the London 
o�ce. After Amharic language school, John and Naomi’s career took 
them for one term far down into southern Ethiopia to the station 
at Burji, then back up north to direct the language school in Debre 
Berhan. Two children were born to the new union. 

In 1969 John was called to Addis Ababa to become Field Secretary 
for SIM East Africa. With further responsibility, he continued to ma-
ture. A health problem threatened the family two years later, when 
John was found to have a faulty heart valve. After the famous Dr. 
Michael DeBakey inserted a metal valve in John’s heart in Texas, John 
was going strong again. Soft-spoken, golden-haired Naomi always 
stood beside him valiantly, whether as wife, nurse, or private secre-
tary. Her gentle kindliness with people and the ability to keep con-
�dences admirably suited her for the role she played.

John was appointed in 1973 to the top job, Acting Director for 
SIM East Africa, which included the areas of Sudan and Somalia as 
well as Ethiopia. SIMers in Ethiopia alone numbered some 300 mis-
sionaries. He undertook his new role with the decisiveness and pre-
cision for which he was known. 

As catastrophic events began to break loose, John’s wry humor 
helped the administration keep an even keel in the tense situations in 
which they became increasingly enmeshed. We had enjoyed that hu-
mor a few years before when John was covering the language school 
while Mina Moen was away. He was an excellent teacher, but we es-
pecially enjoyed his quick wit and relaxed piano playing “o� hours.” 
When his responsibilities intensi�ed as head of the mission during 
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the Revolutionary period, that former light-hearted accompaniment 
to John’s personality diminished, as so often happens to those whose 
destiny moves them upward into a leadership which can drain near-
ly every ounce of their energy. 

John and Naomi lived day in and day out right at Headquarters 
(HQ), close to down-town Addis Ababa. �e building was a pret-
ty basic, two-story L-shaped structure. At least its brown shingled 
walls were brightened by �owering bougainvillea vines ablaze with 
fuchsia. �e gate-side north end of the building included a chapel. 
From second �oor windows, landmarks were easy to spot across the 
bowl-shaped metropolis—City Hall on the high crest of Churchill 
Avenue, the Palace grounds across on an eastern hill, the nearest 
mosque’s minaret to the north. Spread out between thoroughfares 
which were marked by two or three story buildings, lay a hidden sea 
of small, tin-roofed dwellings, from which rose the crowing of roost-
ers and the smoke of cooking �res in the morning, the din of radios 
and the barking of dogs in the evening. A four-way intersection right 
at Headquarters’ gate brought forth a constant background of grind-
ing gears, honking taxis, and the odor of diesel smoke. Headquarters 
served as a guesthouse for missionaries and travelers while also be-
ing home to a couple dozen people who worked in the mission of-
�ces and supply departments in a couple of accompanying buildings. 

John was assisted in administrative tasks by Howard Borlase, a tall 
mustached Canadian, veteran of mission work in a number of coun-
tries. Howard’s objectivity and characteristic wit provided a calming 
balance to John’s more tense temperament. Neither of them could 
have done without Ato Lakew Tesemma, their faithful Ethiopian as-
sistant. Ato Lakew was a bright-eyed little man. His stocky person 
was packed with energy and his quizzical conversation was spiced 
with wit. �e man brightened the o�ce halls as he joshed with peo-
ple as he made his way out daily, carrying a brief-case full of for-
eigners’ papers to process when he made his patience-testing round 
of government o�ces. He knew missionaries well; he’d lived among 
them since almost a boy. He read them, teased them, loved them, for-
gave them, and sometimes he rebuked them—tactfully. Ato Lakew 
was every inch a gentleman.
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In 1973 “headquarters,” as the little fourth-of-a block property 
was called, began teeming with a whole new set of personnel—vol-
unteer famine workers, kind of a college student invasion. �eir ar-
rival came as the result of a phone call a few months before to John 
Cumbers from Dr. Dietrich (aka Dieter) Schmoll, a German doctor 
running the mission hospital and leprosarium up north at Dessie. 
Choleric by nature, Dieter’s high pitched staccato voice was both ur-
gent and shaken: “John, you must do something; today I have seen 
some terrible sights in eastern Wello. We have discovered hundreds 
of people starving and there are dozens dying daily. Why hasn’t there 
been any report of a famine?” He cut John o�, hardly waiting for 
an answer. “People are lying beside the road in all directions; they 
have no strength even to approach the few vehicles which pass by.”23 
Before Dieter slammed down the phone, John had promised to get 
some kind of famine relief organized. 

But Dieter had glimpsed only the tip of the iceberg. �roughout 
1973, increased starvation reports came pouring in. When Jonathan 
Dimbleby of the BBC was somehow able to get through to the 
north and make a TV documentary, the media leak yielded an es-
calation of concern. �e footage surprised the Ethiopian authorities 
and shocked the world. Up to then, although the government had 
known about the situation, evidently it did not want to draw atten-
tion to what might be construed as neglect. �e famine in Wollo in 
1973 was �nally reported to have left more than 100,000 dead.24 

As did other missions, SIM worked hard to put together a substan-
tial relief program. Such e�orts demanded food supplies and logis-
tics operations and an army of volunteers. Young people abroad were 
quick to respond, particularly Canadians whom George Middleton 
recruited. George had consistently been a man of vision, spearhead-
ing the development of Grace Bible Institute in Jimma and then 
the Youth Center in Asmara in the sixties. �e inexperienced young 
college students who �ooded in needed orientation. �ey had to be 
supplied, housed, transported and given periodic breaks in the cap-
ital from the emotionally shaking conditions met in the north. All 
this required additional administrative complexity which involved 

23. J. Cumbers, Living with the Red Terror (Morris Publ., 1996), 6.
24. B. �omson, Ethiopia (Robson Books, 1975), 16.
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foreign grants, customs, hauling grain from seaports and the like. 
Not the least complicated was trying to introduce nearly a hundred 
inexperienced short-termers without Amharic language capacity on-
to the turf of career personnel already engrossed in pre-existent in-
volvements.25 Newcomers had to be matched with Ethiopian coun-
terparts. E�orts to help in the north issued in what became known 
as the Relief and Rehabilitation Program. �e burgeoning entity 
called “R & R” would signi�cantly alter the course of missionary 
work in Ethiopia.26 

25. Some of the con�icts introduced by situations like these are dramatized in a 
short story titled “�e Development Workers” in R. Taylor, �e Prisoner and Other 
Stories (MARC Europe, 1987).

26. M. and E. Forsberg, In Famine He Shall Redeem �ee (Sudan Interior 
Mission, 1975), 111f.

LAKEW TESEMMA (ADDIS ABABA, 1995)
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Ethiopia faced yet another massive problem. Whereas the spec-
ter of disaster along Africa’s encroaching Sahel desert region was 
gaining the attention of the western media, another less-known but 
very di�cult situation farther north was destabilizing the region. 
Missionaries deployed in the south knew little about the struggle 
for independence being waged in Eritrea.27 Federated as an auton-
omous unit under the sovereignty of the Ethiopian crown in 1952, 
Eritrea in 1962 was wholly integrated into the Ethiopian Empire as 
its 14th province. Haile Selassie dissolved the Eritrean constitution, 
removed their �ag and changed the o�cial language from the in-
digenous Tigrinya to Amharic. Having developed di�erently, partly 
due to the Italian colonial presence introduced into their province in 
the 1890s, Eritreans were not prepared to lose their autonomy. Nor 
could they agree on who should lead their resistance. A bitter inter-
nal war between two rebel fronts dissipated their momentum, but in 
1973 the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) superseded the 
Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF). �is consolidation strengthened 
the insurgents’ focus upon their goal of secession. 

John Cumbers was more conversant with the Eritrean struggle 
than most foreigners were because of his having worked in Asmara in 
his pre-mission days. SIM manned only a handful of lonely stations 
in the hostile territory of the north. Between the ruggedness of the 
terrain and the resistance of various communities, only three or four 
nurse’s clinics, the hospital and leprosarium at Dessie and a station 
at the port of Assab comprised the sparse SIM presence north of the 
Shewa Province which surrounded Addis Ababa. It was in the south 
that over three-fourths of the missionary sta� was concentrated. �at 
proportion was a natural outgrowth of policies speci�ed after 1927, 
when the Emperor �rst gave SIM permission to work among pop-
ulations in the south, while insisting that missionaries stay at arm’s 
length from Orthodox Christian areas, more prevalent in the north. 

�e early seventies found SIM and its daughter church thriving 
across the south. �ere were dozens of elementary schools and Bible 
schools, a blind school, agricultural training, literacy and translation 
projects, a leprosarium, three hospitals, and a dresser training pro-
gram at Soddo which �owered into the establishment of about thirty 

27. See Mesghina G., Eritrea (Companion Press, 1989).
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Ethiopian-manned clinics. How had this all developed? A brief recap: 
these works largely served the new evangelical churches which had 
been born in the 1930s before the Italian occupation.28 During that 
�ve-year period from 1937 to 1942, the gospel had spread across the 
south like wild�re. After the war interlude, missionaries returned to 
continue training and serving the growing church. In the 1950s and 
1960s, bases for pioneer evangelism were planted further southwest 
and southeast into the countryside. Missionaries in their particular 
locations were concentrating on multiplying outreach, providing 
education, and extending medical services. Busy in these endeavors, 
they avoided politics, hearing little more about the north than what 
news could be gleaned via BBC. �us, most were barely cognizant 
of the gathering storm which would soon break out from northern 
skies to envelop the whole country. 

But mission leaders were uneasy when 1974 dawned. With the 
Eritrean–Ethiopian War, with famine raging in the north, and with 
students multiplying dissent all over the country, who could know 
what would happen next? Day by day John Cumbers listened care-
fully to Ethiopian news broadcasts, cocked his ear to BBC and Voice 
of America, and scanned the newspapers. Headquarters did a short-
wave radio check on each outstation on a daily basis. Although hav-
ing to be discreet in wording, missionaries gave indications which 
helped him read the situation. 

Mr. Cumbers’ disciplines included keeping a private daily log. 
In early January of 1974, his diary recorded an Ethiopian Air Force 
strike at their headquarters in Debre Zeit—just a few miles from 
SIM’s Bishoftu Lake property. At the same time, soldiers at Negele 
Borana revolted against their o�cers and took control of the area. 
Rumblings echoed throughout the country over the rising cost of ev-
eryday commodities and a 50% increase in price of gas. Meanwhile, 
hot discussion in the Teachers Union was keeping teachers out of 
the classroom as they debated proposed reform of the education-
al system. Students showed their own disapproval of the system by 
disrupting the public transport system. John was himself caught in 

28. �ese churches were led by local elders. �ey were loosely knit congrega-
tions which shared similar SIM-roots and were guided by their area’s “Table Elders,” 
not ruled by a supreme bishop. Not until 1971 did these churches give themselves 
a name, �e Ethiopian Kale Heywet Church (KHC).
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a high school riot in Shashamane town as the bus in which he was 
traveling crossed through Arsi territory. �e white-skinned Britisher 
was told to crouch on the �oor, lest the sight of a foreigner in�ame 
the mob. On February 18th the teachers began a strike and the tax-
is on which Addis Ababa business so depended stopped running. 
City busses and private cars were stoned. Foreigners were advised 
to stay inside.

�en came the demonstrations. John’s diary noted that unlike-
ly bedfellows were putting forth their grievances. Orthodox priests 
demonstrated in one parade, and 10,000 prostitutes demanded 
“more equitable remuneration” in another. Some 100,000 Muslims 
paraded through the streets calling for more freedom for Islam, and 
prisoners revolted in the Addis Ababa jail.29 On a lesser scale of self-
assertion, SIM employees formed a labor union which, through 

29. Cumbers (1996), Terror, 7.

TEKLE WOLDE GIORGIS (ADDIS ABABA, 1995)
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endless disputes, was to cost hundreds of missionary and employ-
ee man-hours over the next �ve years. Mission stations in the coun-
tryside began to feel the e�ects. At SIM’s largest station just outside 
of Shashamane, rioters destroyed the principal’s house and smashed 
windows of school buildings and missionary residences. By late 
February news came of the closure of Asmara’s airport, the mutiny 
of the Ethiopian navy and trouble at the Air Force base in Debre 
Zeit quelled by paratroopers. 

Collapse of the regime began when Prime Minister Akililu 
Habtewold was toppled and the entire cabinet resigned. His replace-
ment, Endelkatchew Mekonnen, called in leaders of Christian mis-
sions and told them he wanted their fullest cooperation in remaking 
the country, speci�cally listing the need for medical assistance, litera-
cy and community development.30 On February 28th the army took 
over all important installations in Addis Ababa. British Broadcasting 
Corporation (BBC) and Voice of America reported the entire coun-
try to be under military control.

A bit late to be starting, SIM and KHC began urgent consulta-
tions. �e church’s �rst General Secretary, Ato Tekle Wolde Giorgis 
from Saja, just having graduated from Grace Bible Institute, was 
called into SIM’s biannual council. Strained and often tense rela-
tionships were not uncommon as the two bodies navigated unfamil-
iar waters together, and apart. All were out of their depth, and called 
out to the only One who could walk on water.

What was happening to Haile Selassie’s Ethiopia? Not many sov-
ereigns in the world held the title “King” or “Emperor” by 1974. 
Ethiopia’s had gained world respect as a statesman in the League of 
Nations during the Italian invasion and subsequent repulsion of Italy 
connected with World War II. England had been his refuge, and the 
United States a friend. �e Emperor had engineered a fascinating ca-
reer as “King of Kings, the Lion of Judah.” �e Lion’s rule had lasted 
since 1930, amazing longevity for an earthbound king. 

But it proved to be too long. �is diminutive but powerful sov-
ereign had �nally succeeded in realizing the unitary state of which 
Emperor Tewodros had dreamed (reigned 1855–68). Yet his 

30. Cumbers (1996), Terror, 9.
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inattention to the seeds of the disaster latent in feudalism brought 
forth an eventual harvest of revolt. �e fact that reforms were slow 
to come and that the Emperor’s successor was not installed, not even 
decided upon, rankled people who were growing too informed and 
too determined to be put o� much longer.

The students were playing a larger role than most realized. 
Historian Bahru Zewde would later evaluate that “despite the grow-
ing intensity of the confrontation, the outbreak of the Ethiopian 
Revolution in 1974 caught both the regime and the students un-
awares. �e regime had scarcely thought the end was so near. �e 
students, their years of opposition notwithstanding, had not yet for-
mulated a clear and viable alternative.”31 However political oppor-
tunists in high places were quietly formulating plans. One by one in 
the middle of 1974, those closest to the Emperor were either arrest-
ed or escaped from the country. On June 27, 1974, a “Committee 
of Equals” (the Derg) was announced. When this �rst proclamation 
was issued on July 8, it indicated that the new ruling body was loyal 
to Haile Selassie. �e daily paper began to herald the banner Ethiopia 
Tikdem (“Ethiopia �rst”). �is slogan was to become the rallying cry 
for the nation throughout the years of the Revolution. Lieutenant 
Colonel Atnafu Abate was named chairman and a Major Mengistu 
Haile Mariam (who eventually came out on top) was named as Vice-
Chairman of the 126-member Derg. Little was said concerning the 
policies of the “Committee of Equals.” Observers on the outside 
thought the Derg showed promise of supplying reasonable direction 
to a peaceful transfer of power. Questions rose when July 26th’s re-
port announced the forced resignation of the Prime Minister. New 
appointments followed. By August 15th, the Crown Council and 
its Review Commission as well as the Central Court were dissolved. 
�e international airport was reported closed.

John Cumbers’ diary records the fateful day, September 12th—
New Year’s Day on the Ethiopian calendar:

A Volkswagen “Bug” pulled up outside the gates of the Imperial Palace in 
Addis Ababa. �ree army o�cers entered the Emperor’s study and told 
him he was to accompany them. As they approached the little car, one 
of them tipped up the front seat and motioned to the Emperor. Haile 

31. Bahru (2001), History, 226.
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Selassie the First, King of Kings and Conquering Lion of the Tribe of 
Judah, accustomed to Rolls Royce treatment, climbed into the back seat 
of the bug and made his journey into ignominy.32 

�at night, the Derg made a statement to the world. Emperor Haile 
Selassie had been deposed. �e 1955 Constitution was revoked. 
Parliament was dissolved. Another sovereignty—one claiming su-
preme credentials—had come to an end. 

At home after these announcements, Pastor Kedamo Mechato paced 
the �oor. Kedamo was a big man in stature and in soul. By now, his 
urban church dearly loved their country pastor from Hadiyya. New 
to the capital and the world of politics, the man labored under a sense 
of his responsibility “at such a time as this.” He was not uninformed 

32. Cumbers (1996), Terror, 14.

KEDAMO MECHATO (ADDIS ABABA, 1994/95)
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as to the communist attitude toward religion. Kedamo felt he had 
to deal personally with what he could see coming: 

I gave myself to a day of prayer and fasting, October 3rd [1975]. But 
the Lord saw �t to withhold an answer from me. I went on throughout 
that night in prayer, beseeching God to reveal to me what was the right 
thing to do. October 4th came and still I had had no reply from God. 
As I was returning to my house from the prayer house God spoke to me. 
He reminded me of the words of the Lord Jesus Christ as He was to be 
cruci�ed. “Not my will but Yours be done.” In a �ash the Lord enabled 
me to say, “Yes, Lord, if you want the prayer houses and the church to be 
closed down, so be it. If the Bible is to be banned, let it be so. If we are 
to be imprisoned, let it be so. Even if you want me to die for my faith, 
so be it.” After I had heard these words from the Lord I was �lled with 
tremendous peace and joy and a strong faith that He would protect us 
in whatever circumstances we found ourselves.33 

Kedamo testi�ed that from that day on, throughout the rest of their 
ordeals, he was not really anxious. Over and over again his �ock 
were to go through the �re, but each time Kedamo stood like a rock 
among them. 

God sometimes visited Pastor Kedamo with visions similar to 
those reported in scripture, an experience which was not uncom-
mon among Christians in the dark days of the Revolution. “One 
day I was having a day of prayer when suddenly the room became 
full of light. I don’t know whether it was a vision or a dream. �en 
I saw a bird like an eagle, except it had a man’s face. A voice said, 
‘Take courage, don’t be afraid, I will protect you, even as I promised 
you earlier.’ I stood up to see more clearly where the voice was com-
ing from, but the vision disappeared.”34 

Pastor Kedamo continued to lead his large congregation with 
bold courage. It became one of very few which, although repeated-
ly threatened with closure by the authorities, miraculously stayed 
open—often day and night—throughout the ongoing Revolution.

33. See J. Cumbers, Count It All Joy (Morris Publ., 1995), 212; Temesgen S., 
“Come and See His Works” (KHC Communications & Literature Dept., 2016). 

34. Cumbers (1995), Joy, 212f.
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Daily life could not stop even for a coup. Although their king 
had been deposed, the sun still rose morning by morning, people ate 
and slept, life went on. �e very week of the Emperor’s fall, Sahle 
and Aberash had arranged to be married. �ey’d planned to both 
teach in Munz. With the country so unstable, what should they do? 
Well, hadn’t they survived six months in prison already? Didn’t God 
know what the coup would really bring? Had He not always been 
faithful? With youthful enthusiasm and a �rm con�dence in God 
their Rock, the sweethearts took their vows. �eir union was to pay 
a high price in the coming years, but their con�dence in their Lord 
would be vindicated. 

All over the land, people in every station of life were question-
ing among themselves, “What will all this mean?” In Addis Ababa 
every day seemed to bring new rounds of consultations for the mis-
sion administration, sometimes with KHC leaders, sometimes with 
sta� �own out from International Headquarters to investigate and 
advise, others with government or court o�cials who brought con-
stant and unavoidable demands. 

As foreigners under the protection of embassies, actual threat to 
life for expatriates was rare. Not so for Ethiopians, particularly lead-
ers. �e small-arms �re heard around the city at night did not prepare 
people for the news of November 24th involving a Christian states-
man. John Cumbers remembers the week well. Lieutenant General 
Aman Mikael Andom, an Eritrean who had become Chairman of 
the Provisional Government, had believed that as a Christian it was 
of no value to his country if he were merely a titular head; he want-
ed to apply biblical principles to his new position. From the �rst day 
of his appointment this brought him into direct con�ict with the 
“Inner Derg.” As the appointed Head of State, when he learned of 
their plans to execute former politicians without trial, he confront-
ed his subordinate, Mengistu Haile Mariam, and demanded that 
due processes of democracy be followed. After a day of fruitless ar-
guing, he returned to his home. �e walled compound was located 
near Tsehai Hospital, not far from the Mission headquarters. �e 
next morning the General awoke to �nd his quarters surrounded 
by tanks. For a week he refused to surrender. �e Saturday night of 
November 23rd, gun�re could be heard as far as Headquarters. But 
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it was with shocked disbelief that it was learned on Sunday that a 
tank had bashed through the stone walls of General Aman Andom’s 
compound. �e troops broke into the house, only to �nd his body 
inside, already dead.35 

What staggered the public even more was to learn the meaning 
of the repeated shots people heard coming from Akaki prison that 
Saturday morning, “bloody Saturday,” as it came to be known. Many 
can still remember where they were when the truth reached them. 
Ted Veer still remembers where he was. He and two KHC men had 
been called to Jimma to settle some church problem. �e night of 
November 23rd, they’d worked with the elders until late, �nally 
reaching a resolution. �e next morning the weary advisors took an 
early bus for Addis Ababa. Ted vividly remembers the scene. All was 
noisy confusion while buses were �lling, diesel fumes choking the 
air. As their crowded vehicle lumbered onto the road, people settled 
into their seats and began to chat. Before long the loudspeaker sys-
tem was abruptly turned up to give passengers the bene�t of the 7 
AM news. A stark announcement blared out unbelievable words: 
“�fty-nine ex-ministers, generals, and other former Haile Selassie 
appointees were executed at dawn.” A sudden hush came over the 
bus. Almost all bowed their heads, stunned. Everything else seemed 
to hush in silent mourning, except for grinding of gears as the bus 
navigated the mountain road. After awhile, conversation resumed 
in hushed tones. Perhaps that was the public’s �rst real revelation of 
what Ethiopia was facing. 

Details were �lled in eventually. �e Derg had taken victims to 
one place and wiped out the old leadership in two hours’ time. Some 
held the military titles Dejjazmach or Gerazmach, others were may-
ors; included was the Emperor’s grandson. All had been thrown in-
to a mass grave right there at Akaki prison. 

�e day after the executions, newspaper headlines heralded the 
Provisional Military Administrative Council’s accusations against 
General Aman in such terms as “working against the philosophy of 
Ethiopia Tikdem,” “plotting against the popular movement of the 
people,” and “trying to divide the Provisional Military Administrative 
Council.” As for the others executed, November 27th’s Ethiopian 

35. Cumbers (1996), Terror, 24–26.
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Herald reported their crimes as “maladministration... selling secret 
documents of the country to foreign agents and attempting to dis-
rupt the present Ethiopian popular movement.”36 

On December 20th, Ethiopia was declared a socialist state. 

There were a few other government leaders who openly confessed 
their faith who became targeted for “elimination.” Seven months be-
fore that “bloody Saturday,” a highly respected public servant had 
been taken into detention, a man who had since the 1930s faithful-
ly served at post after post as minister of various governmental de-
partments and in ambassadorships abroad. Emmanuel Abraham, by 
then nearly sixty, was known as a Christian and over the years had 
su�ered no little di�culty due to his principles. �e distinguished 
diplomat also served as president of a large body of Protestant be-
lievers which had Lutheran roots, the Ethiopian Evangelical Church 
Mekane Yesus.37 Mekane Yesus translates literally as “the place where 
Jesus dwells.”

Top o�cials were being isolated in the power-plays taking place 
previous to the formal announcement of a coup. Along with other 
Imperial Ministers, in April of 1974, Emmanuel was taken to the 
4th Army Camp, where eventually some sixty were crowded into 
Room 5. His memoirs would someday become available to provide 
careful details of the proceedings, who arrived when, and how they 
changed from “guests under protection” to prisoners with shaved 
heads, stripped of personal belongings, and allowed a bath only 
once a month. 

Being men of rank, they felt a need for order, so they organized 
themselves carefully as an operating unit. Emmanuel was chosen 
to chair the �ve-member administrative committee. Housekeeping 
tasks were assigned, a spokesman to the Derg was chosen, classes 
were organized (Emmanuel gave Oromo language lessons), and the 
like, all of which improved the group’s morale. “Whatever needed 
doing in the room was thus divided among them, and I am grati-
�ed to recall to this day that they did everything willingly and in a 

36. Cumbers (1996), Terror, 25.
37. See G. Arén, Evangelical Pioneers in Ethiopia (EFS förlaget, 1978), G. Arén, 

Envoys of the Gospel in Ethiopia (EFS förlaget, 1999), and Fekadu G., Evangelical 
Faith Movement in Ethiopia (Lutheran Univ. Press, 2009).
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spirit of mutual understanding and respect. It is my belief that the 
daily Gospel readings and prayers helped the process in an intangi-
ble manner.”38 

How did this spiritual element develop? Although stripped of 
personal books, a monk among them had been allowed to keep 
his Bible. Later a Gideon New Testament was procured by anoth-
er prisoner during his hospitalization. Some of the prisoners asked 
Emmanuel to lead a group e�ort in a spiritual regard. He knew 
they needed to be spiritually armed with the Word of God. In Ato 
Emmanuel’s wording:

I perceived that it would be bene�cial if they followed the Gospel read-
ing beginning with the Gospel according to Luke, to be followed by the 
Acts of the Apostles. It was agreed. �e reason for the suggestions was, 
except for a few persons (one Roman Catholic, two Muslims and my-
self ), all the inmates were connected with the Orthodox Church and 
the majority were not accustomed to reading the Bible. I therefore felt 
it to be necessary that they should get acquainted with the basis of their 
religion. [...] 
I told them that I was apprehensive that disputes might arise with those 
who did not care to hear the Word and that it was not my wish that the 
Word of God should be made an occasion for di�erences but for har-
mony. I therefore advised them to exercise patience until such time as 
all the inmates had found a settled mind and a quiet spirit.39 

When that awaited openness came, “realizing that the prospect for 
an early release was growing dim, they agreed it was time for them 
to collect their minds and turn to the Lord. �ereupon, they asked 
me to read the Scripture and o�er prayers.”40 Emmanuel began read-
ing a chapter or two each day, discussing the content; he found his 
fellow inmates very open and spiritually hungry. Since there was an 
Orthodox Priest among them, Emmanuel felt it �tting to ask him to 
conduct prayer in accordance with the rites of the Orthodox Church 
on Sundays, and later, this became a daily practice. In this way, the 
Imperial Ministers prepared themselves for what was to come.

38. Emmanuel A., Reminiscences of My Life (Lunde forlag, 1995), 234.
39. Emmanuel (1995), Reminiscences, 236.
40. Emmanuel (1995), Reminiscences, 236.
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�en came the order on October 23rd to be ready for transfer 
at 2 AM. �ey found themselves removed to “Room 1 and Room 2” 
in a basement which turned out actually to be under the �rone 
Room of the Menelik Palace. A long month later, the morning of 
November 23rd, twenty-seven men were taken away from Room 1, 
and others were heard being removed from Room 2. Emmanuel 
waited and waited for his name to be called. It never came. �eir 
fellow prisoners did not return. �ose who remained eventually 
learned that their �fty-nine fellow inmates had been massacred on 
that “bloody Saturday,” by political decision of the Derg. 

Somehow spared with no charges against himself, Emmanuel was 
released two months later. His preservation made possible much fur-
ther Christian service and the eventual publishing of a detailed re-
cord of a long era of diplomatic history, an account in which God 
was given the glory.

Jesus knew their thoughts and said to them,  
“Every kingdom divided against itself will be ruined,  
and every city or household divided against itself will not stand.”

(Matthew 12:25)
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Chapter 7

MIXED REACTIONS

Perceptions about the coup varied widely. To many, the Emperor 
had been seen as a leader, a hero, a father. To others, his regime had 
meant misuse by landowners, poverty, and subservience. Outside 
Ethiopia, Sudan was giving asylum to escapees from the Derg. 
Sudan’s president Nimeiry was accused of plotting to overthrow 
Ethiopia’s �edgling revolution. Western countries were receiving 
Ethiopian students seeking political asylum. �ose already studying 
abroad feared to return, especially if they were of the previously rul-
ing Amharas and thereby identi�ed with the deposed government. 
In the Ethiopian capital, students swelled with pride over bringing 
about change. �ey looked to the future with bright hopes. 

Ato Tekle Wolde Giorgis remembers being impressed with the 
drastic change in political structure, but as yet he recognized little 
evidence of the Marxist-Leninist philosophy which would put pres-
sure on Christians as it would sweep through the land later. In the 
countryside, young church leaders were among those who looked to 
the future with excitement. Often they were the �rst chosen for lead-
ership by the revolutionaries. A �ery young Kambaatan Christian 
remembers making enthusiastic speeches touting communism, un-
aware where it would lead. In Gedeo territory, long-su�ering peas-
ants ground down by high-handed landlords were quick to take up 
the cry, “Down with the Amhara landlords!” A Chencha evangelist 
out in Gamu Gofa says he remembers �rst receiving the new era with 
joy. However, most rural people had no access to a radio or news-
paper, so many in isolated communities did not know for months 
what had happened in Addis Ababa.
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The fallout from the coup issued in a whirlwind of change that 
began sweeping through every social institution and across all the 
provinces. Missions bent in the wind as assaults came from ev-
ery direction. �e day of the Emperor’s capture, John and Naomi 
Cumbers were packing up for Ethiopia after a short furlough in the 
States. When John arrived back in his o�ce on September 17th, he 
was faced a with barrage of meetings, nearly all explosive. At that 
point, SIM employees numbered more than 1400, counting those 
in Addis Ababa and over the countryside. John observed later that it 
was doubtful that many of them had heard of the Communist Party, 
much less of the Manifesto. 

A few employees of missions decided to take advantage of the ex-
plosive atmosphere. SIM employed 309 teachers alone, serving at 
40 schools. Because clinics or hospitals were sometimes located on 
the same stations with schools, the attitude of teachers inevitably af-
fected other employees.

Mr. Cumbers was called to Soddo, “grandfather” station to them 
all, for his very �rst round. A friendly teacher from Wolaitta hap-
pened to be in Addis Ababa when the call came. �e preview of or-
ganized dissatisfaction which he painted left John weak in the knees. 
With Ted Veer and Ato Tekle, John set out for the day’s trip to 
Soddo, by now one of SIM’s largest centers. Over a dozen mission-
aries, scores of patients, and hundreds of teachers and students were 
clustered around the mission compound near Soddo town. When 
the Addis Ababa sta� arrived, the avalanche of accusations and de-
mands which poured out were staggering. Had the Addis Ababa 
leaders known such confrontations were to become a part of every-
day life for them for the next eight or nine years, John later admit-
ted, they would have been tempted immediately to �ee. 

Day after day in the next few weeks, trips had to be made to face 
uproars at station after station. Accusatory attitudes were spilling 
over from employees to the church people, whose representatives 
sometimes turned up brandishing their own list of demands. Poor 
lone Ato Tekle tried to counsel the disheartened foreigners as they 
rumbled along in their Land Rover from place to place. Overhead, 
Ethiopia’s glorious sunshine lit up �elds of golden meskel �owers 
(meskel means “cross”) triumphant over the gathering gloom. “What 
you are hearing is not to be interpreted as the genuine voice of church 
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leadership,” Tekle tried to assure them, “much less as the opinion of 
the collective membership of the churches.” It was, he insisted, just 
propaganda put out by the new political leaders in Addis Ababa, in-
citing a few gullible church elders in each location to blame their 
woes on the mission. 

“How could these things be happening?” mission people asked 
themselves. �ey began to see that “freedom of speech” as encour-
aged by the new government meant that each employee was expected 
to act upon the propaganda which they heard in daily radio broad-
casts. Missionaries were summarily labeled as “exploiters keeping 
workers in submission for a mere pittance.” �e party line insisted 
that missionaries were no better than any other foreigners; all were 
in the country “just to make money.” 

At station after station, the traveling team found that nearly all 
SIMers, including some of the humblest who had served most self-
lessly for years, ones unusually respected and loved, were strangely 
being accused of misconstrued motives and various “crimes against 
the people.” Much soul-searching went on as each person exam-
ined his or her life and work. As they tried to ferret out the causes 
for these surprising human responses and threatening events, many 
were humbled, many confused, and many experienced deep grief. 
A few broke down under the pressure. All realized their need to de-
pend more fully on the only One who knew the whole situation. 

Quietly, books began circulating among educated Ethiopian 
Christians, books like Tortured for Christ from the experience of 
Christians under communism in Romania. Richard Wurmbrand had 
spent fourteen years in prison for his faith, and the experience was 
not wasted. His books have been used all over the world to inform 
believers and strengthen them for times of persecution. Ethiopian 
leaders began to gird themselves and take measures to prepare their 
people to go through the �re. �e mission and the church began to 
seriously take counsel together. Leaders rightly ascertained that their 
young people would take the brunt of the su�ering. And so it was 
that consultations with the youth began to be arranged. 

�ere were plenty of issues to clarify and pray about. Many a 
young person from a Christian home saw the change of govern-
ment as a promise of better things. �ey spoke enthusiastically about 
Marxism-Leninism, having no historical perspective available to 



82  Overcomers

them, and hoping for the best. Missionaries had access to informa-
tion about what had recently happened to Christians under com-
munism in China, in Russia, and in Eastern Europe. �ey talked to 
church people about the likelihood of foreigners being forced out, 
which would leave the church on her own. �ey even predicted the 
cessation of public worship, an unthinkable plight to Ethiopian be-
lievers, who were used to large public meetings and huge annual 
conferences. 

Marxist-Leninist teaching tended to isolate the young from the 
old, a danger to the maturing of the church and to the fellowship 
of believers. In addition to changes in the political climate, the re-
ligious climate felt new winds blowing too. Questions were arising 
over the matter of speaking in tongues. �e new freedom in music 
among second generation youth was threatening to the �rst-genera-
tion elders. Guitar music, youth choirs, and hand clapping seemed 
unruly to a church leadership who had developed indigenous an-
tiphonal singing with its formal solo call and congregational re-
sponse. Furthermore, many pastors and elders were not as literate as 
their young people, a hard situation in which to maintain authority. 
Graciously, God gave the church a couple of years to burn back�res 
and prepare for the oncoming blaze.

�e social upheaval of the day was becoming turbulent between 
youth and age, between missionary and national, between civilians 
and cadres. No one could hide from governmental surveillance, for 
every house was given a number, every person was required to have 
his or her ID card, every roadway was barred by check points, every 
large group was systematically in�ltrated. Organization was not the 
new regime’s weakness!

After graduation from gbi, the promising leader, Werku Gole, 
was delegated to spend a year moving from one area to another, 
teaching and encouraging youth on the grass roots level. Towering 
young Werku was gifted for the task. A Christian youth association 
was formed, a body which was to wield great in�uence and produce 
much fruit for God in the coming years. Note that the term “youth” 
in Ethiopia is not equivalent to “teenagers” in the West. �e social 
situation is quite di�erent. Life expectancy is short and the young 
take early responsibility in the home or �elds. Students vary in ages, 
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depending on their age when they get the chance to start elementa-
ry education and how often their schooling is interrupted. A “young 
people association” thus is likely to have members running from the 
mid teens through the thirties. Of all age groups, youth came un-
der the most severe pressure during the Revolution. Older, more 
experienced Christians awakened to the need to guide and prepare 
their young people. Special consultations were called at inconspic-
uous places, to which attendees �ltered in from di�erent directions 
at staggered hours, so as not to be noticed.

In the Spring of 1975, a signi�cant consultation was held at 
a campsite which the mission had developed on the back side of 
Langano, one of the Rift Valley lakes a few hours drive south of 
the capital. �e lake lay in a dry valley dotted with thorn trees and 
shrubs, in the midst of which a thin population of Arsi Oromo peas-
ants lived. Representatives from the various provinces quietly made 
their way to the camp by public bus or in a missionary Land Rover. 
Turning o� the tarmac, the travelers would weave among huge ant-
hills and grazing goats, over three or four streams, to the site of a few 
buildings set back a bit from the sandy shore of the elongated lake. 

The 1975 consultation was pivotal for Roy Wisner, a heavy set 
American in his thirties who at that time was heading up Chencha 
station, high above Abaya, another Rift Valley lake. I tell this par-
ticular story with Roy’s permission, as representative of the kinds of 
struggles missionaries and nationals began to face.

Chencha was the Wisners’ �rst station in the south, after serving 
at three others in the north. It was one of the oldest stations, one 
of the �rst places reached by Wolaitta evangelists in the 1940s. Ato 
Tesfaye was a leading elder there. As a child, Tesfaye had served as a 
house helper on the station and had grown up to teach in its elemen-
tary school and its Bible school. After further upgrading his educa-
tion at GBI, he’d rejoined his wife and �ve children, taking up top 
leadership at Chencha. Roy and Tesfaye were about the same age, 
and the men had developed a warm relationship. It took the two 
men a couple days to make the trip from their cool mountain in the 
Gamo area, and on through a gentler range in Wolaitta, to drop in-
to the arid Arsi area and eventually wind into the camp at Langano, 
hot, dusty, and tired. 



84  Overcomers

Roy had come in for some hard knocks in their three terms be-
fore. �at spring he was still su�ering the shock and bereavement 
of losing their child, who tragically had drowned in a wading pool 
on a vacation. When Roy and Jean took their remaining child and 
returned to Chencha in deep grief, they discovered that nearly ev-
ery national family around them had lost at least one child, not by 
drowning, but by the harshness of life in such a place as Ethiopia. 
Roy had never been good at language, a real cross to him. But on the 
emotional level the surrounding community could understand their 
pain, and the experience of shared grief bonded the Wisners to them. 

Unfortunately it seemed, Roy had been served a tough assignment 
at Chencha. �e mission could foresee the inevitable. Leadership 
would have to be transferred to nationals, and many thought the 
transfer to be long overdue. Now the political situation was hurrying 
the need. Chencha was chosen as the pilot attempt, and Roy given 
two years in which to accomplish the ticklish task. 

Roy studied the Nigerian model, where SIM had already “nation-
alized.” At the Langano consultation, he took the director aside and 
proposed the Nigerian method to Mr. Cumbers. In Nigeria, they’d 
made a point to intentionally honor those put in leadership. �ey 
did it formally, with an elaborate ceremony. Perhaps particular pres-
sures made Ethiopia a di�erent situation. At any rate, as Roy re-
members it, “�e boss said ‘No—do it, and do it quickly; just tell 
them the timetable.’ ”

Back in Chencha after the Langano consultation, Roy called the 
station leaders together in his living room and broke the news. When 
he would eventually leave for furlough, no new missionary would 
be sent, he said. �ey’d be on their own. A modest �nancial subsidy 
would tide the school and clinic over, and be decreased year by year. 
Roy swallowed and looked around. �e group sat stunned. �ey did 
not look “honored.” �ey exploded.

�e angry scenario which followed is representative of what hap-
pened on many stations in Ethiopia as nationals reacted to what they 
saw as abandonment, an abandonment for which they felt they’d not 
been prepared. After conferring among themselves, the sta� work-
ers involved the church elders. �e elders asked Roy to get on the 
radio and ask John Cumbers to come from Addis Ababa and talk 
with them. John responded, “No, preparing for Council meeting... 
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later.” �e elders conferred together again, and told Roy to tell Mr. 
Cumbers to come. John answered “No” �rmly again. To Roy they 
responded with equal �rmness: “You won’t leave your home then, 
until the men from Addis come.” 

As happened to many missionaries in those days, the Wisners be-
came hostages, �rst in a rather benign manner. However, escalation 
was easy to inspire. Police, cadres, and people with old scores to set-
tle took advantage of the situation, adding their contributions to 
the equation. Almost everybody lined up against the Wisners. Roy 
was told that only Ato Tesfaye seemed to disapprove of how the lo-
cal community was handling the situation. He publicly challenged 
the church to trust God in such an hour as this. Tesfaye was facing 
enormous pressure. Finally the elders ordered Roy to leave his fami-
ly, get in his car, and go get John Cumbers. He left, and was allowed 
to take a single missionary out too. Somehow a helicopter was got-
ten in, and in a harrowing scene, Jean and little Tim were evacuated. 

With his family safe, Roy took a time-out, a miserable one. 
Eventually he pulled himself together and then went through the un-
pleasant task of returning to pack up their things. While there, the 
elders made Roy do what some other missionaries were ordered to 
do in those days. As Roy was made to bow down to touch the �oor 
before them, his forehead in the dust, he felt totally compromised. 
He did it, but he didn’t understand why.

Cocky young cadres ordered him to sell everything on the spot, 
which forced him into the painful and embarrassing role of being a 
trader for a week. One day, at noon Roy got word that the govern-
ment was coming again, in order to raise some issue over baboon 
poison. When? He could hardly face being taken hostage again. �at 
night, a kindly Ethiopian who ran the clinic quietly sent in a meal. 
Perhaps it was a signal. As someone carried the tray back at eleven 
o’clock, Roy quietly drove out of Chencha compound and down the 
mountain under the cloak of night.

�e Wisners were given work in the capital for a time after that, 
but when furlough time came, it seemed to bring a �nality to their 
Ethiopian saga. �ere was little hope of things ever being the same 
again. As was the experience of many other missionaries who went 
through similar ordeals, they left with painful questions and deep 
wounds just under the surface. 
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Much later, as a counseling pastor in the United States, Roy would 
look back over their lives and a�rm what came to be his stance: 
“God had an objective. I was being prepared by being betrayed. Ever 
since then, God has given me people in my life to whom I could say, 
‘I think I know how it feels.’ He’s given me a ministry of healing, 
of forgiving, of learning to love. I don’t think the Ethiopians ever 
knew the pain we felt. But it helped me grow. It made them grow 
too. I look forward to heaven, when I can talk �uently with these 
people and we can celebrate what all God was doing.”41 

You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good [...] 
(Genesis 50:20a)

41. Over twenty years later, Roy visited Chencha. At a large church conference, 
he witnessed a great time of celebration. Reconciliation and warm fellowship put 
a seal of blessing upon his relinquishment of resentment, an attitude he’d chosen 
years before.
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Chapter 8

RISKS ON HOSTILE GROUND

Woe betide the student in a revolution. Students are a captive pop-
ulation and a ready resource to exploit. Students are gathered and 
identi�ed. �ey are usually vigorous of body and malleable of mind. 
�ey dream dreams, entertain hopes, are usually willing to give their 
energies to some cause larger than themselves. When the leaders of 
the Revolution reshaped the national service program for their pur-
poses, students were sent o� on zemecha duty with the express agen-
da of indoctrinating the populace with Marxism-Leninism. �e as-
signment was ambitious, the power given to youth considerable, 
heady to wield.

Power and fear were two sides of the coin. Zemecha students some-
times found themselves in foreign territories, in places where their 
ethnic background marked them as enemies. For some �fteen years 
already, Ethiopia and Eritrea had been �ghting over whether that 
north-most province would be allowed to secede. Ethiopian soldiers 
and Eritrean guerrillas had died on both sides with the inevitable re-
sult that bitterness continued to escalate between the two entities. 
Predictably, an Ethiopian sent north to Eritrea for study or on zem-
echa was unwelcome, and an Eritrean who turned up in the south 
was uneasy, with good cause. Suspicion, mistreatment, jailings, and 
even death threatened those on hostile ground. 

Out at Jimma, the Volkmanns began to notice the nervousness of 
their few Eritrean GBI students. In Jimma town, as in other places, 
Eritreans began to disappear from their work or schools. Eritreans 
reared outside Eritrea were in a particularly di�cult position, for 
they were marked as Eritrean but were tied into relationships with 
non-Eritreans, people who didn’t share their family roots. Political 
considerations began to strain old economic or personal ties. �e 
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possibility of mistreatment became so fearful that some stole away 
to the anonymity of cosmopolitan Addis or back north to Eritrea. 

What seemed a safe move north for Eritreans could prove even 
more dangerous than being in the south, for at home everyone knew 
them or their relatives, and every able-bodied youth, male and some-
times female, was expected to join “the Front.” Which front was one 
of the dilemmas, the ELF or the EPLF (Eritrean Liberation Front as 
opposed to Eritrean People’s Liberation Front). Both tried to out-
do each other in applying Marxist doctrine and conscripting �ght-
ers—without much consideration of the conscriptee’s preference. As 
brothers and sisters and fathers and friends were killed in the �eld, 
those who survived grew increasingly committed to their not hav-
ing died in vain. 

Earnest Christians whose allegiance was to the Prince of Peace 
found themselves in an especially vulnerable position. Killing was 
repugnant to people who knew themselves to be just one among the 
all for whom Christ had given His life. Furthermore, those who had 
shared friendships with a wide spectrum of Christians had personally 
experienced the unity of believers, regardless of ethnic background. 
On the other hand, young people living “in the �eld” of warfare had 
been fed on Marxist-Leninist philosophy, to which the doctrine of 
love was anathema. An earnest Christian’s e�ective witness to fellow 
Eritrean youth seemed truncated by unwillingness to �ght shoulder 
to shoulder, taking up arms for the Eritrean cause, a cause which 
most saw as justi�ed, and for which they were willing even to die. 
“�is gun is my god,” one young guerrilla growled at a witnessing 
believer, “and I will level it at you if I hear more of your God talk!”

Christians were torn asunder as they faced no-win choices. Some 
reluctantly joined a Front, able only to say “war is war.” Some found 
a way to escape via the excuse of going abroad to study (but not being 
able to return), or else walking over the border to Sudan or Djibouti 
or Kenya (and if they made it, thereafter to �nd themselves to have 
become homeless, stateless, and often destitute refugees). 

�e option of going into hiding could be a living hell. �e case 
of one young man who chose paci�sm in civil war exempli�es what 
such a choice meant. He tried the route of going incognito in Eritrea, 
disguising his youth by dressing as a merchant, moving only at night, 
sleeping by day under cover of a bush or hidden in a cave. Death 
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always hung over him—either by enemy stra�ng from the air, or by 
discovery among guerrilla �ghters on the ground. �ey would not 
hesitate to kill a “neutral” Eritrean youth. He said that when he was 
asleep, nightmares �lled his dreams: when awake, horrors punctu-
ated his days. He could never forget the carnage he moved among, 
sometimes stumbling over an ant-eaten body with a watch still en-
circling the corpse’s bony wrist. 

In the reverse position, southerners placed in the far north were 
especially in danger. Negussie was one such person. His golden op-
portunity for further education �nally came. But somehow he was 
assigned to the Teachers’ Training Institute in Asmara. What an ad-
venture, to get to go to Eritrea, and yet, what would he �nd there, 
in the light of the civil war?

�e brightest spot of the experience was the fellowship he discov-
ered in the Asmara Youth Center recently started by Pastor Tsehaye 
Abai, an Eritrean, and George Middleton, the visionary who had ear-
lier helped GBI get started. �e city of Asmara was not only Eritrea’s 
capital, it was her pride and was the prize all factions strove to con-
trol. Guerrilla activity seethed around the city, in which was en-
sconced the Ethiopian Army and airbase. Eritrea was taken up with 
a struggle between her di�erent political factions. 

�e Youth Center provided an oasis from the war. What a collec-
tion of “enemies” came together there! City dwellers, Ethiopian mil-
itary men from the base, orphanage youth from out at Dekemhare, 
an occasional Eritrean guerrilla, multi-national missionaries—they 
all learned there to experience contact with each other as people to 
enjoy rather than as positions to defend. �e center and the KHC 
Immanuel Church which undergirded it, wrought friendships which 
endured throughout the political struggle because they were based 
upon a sovereignty which rose above ethnic loyalties, political doc-
trines or nation states. It was Christ, the supreme Brother, whose 
work of reconciliation had “broken down the dividing wall of hos-
tility,” as the Apostle Paul put it (Ephesians 2:14), between all “born 
in Adam.” �at bedrock fact superseded contemporary quarrels. 

�e center served a variety of young people. One cluster was 
Asmara students. Another was from Dekemhare. Two church groups 
maintained orphanages in that town about thirty kilometers out of 
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the capital. Orphanages are a mercy anywhere, but especially so in 
a place where fathers are taken into battle and often lost. Eritrea’s 
youth faced early conscription. Life was serious. Mesghina Gebre 
Medhin, a recent GBI graduate, directed the SIM / KHC home for 
about a hundred orphans and a school for many more. �e teach-
ing and leadership at Dekemhare was such that many young peo-
ple developed an integrity that outshone their age-mates. �eir lives 
drew young people to examine the claims of the Christ whom they 
so e�ectively followed. Young people in Asmara city were ripe to 
hear those claims. 

A third cluster of young men were gathered at the Ethiopian Air 
Force Base about seven kilometers outside of the city. Measured po-
litically in Eritrea, they could have been seen as “the enemy.” Many 
came into Asmara over the weekends for recreation, bored and lonely. 
Some wandered into the center. It became a home-away-from-home 
for servicemen who took some interest in the Christian message and 
sought friendships there. On Friday nights a bunch of the soldiers 
would pile into a van sent out to the base, and would talk at the cen-
ter till the wee hours of the morning. Many who just dropped in to 
the oasis discovered living water. Some got interested in helping out 

TESHOME HAILE, GIRMA ABEBE, AND SOLOMON BEYENE  (KURIFTU, 1995)
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with the orphan ministry. Sometimes the Dekemhare youth would 
travel the mountain road to visit the big city activities. Other times 
groups from Asmara would travel out to the orphanage for weekend 
camp type meetings, bringing teaching, dramas and games. �e Air 
Force men could get involved at either end. 

Among those servicemen touched by the center were three 
Master Sergeants from Shewa Province in the center of the coun-
try. Solomon Beyene, Girma Abebe, and Teshome Haile were all in 
their early twenties, unmarried, and had been trained as technicians 
at the Ethiopian Air Force headquarters in Debre Zeit, Bishoftu 
Lake’s town. �ey listened carefully to George and Pastor Tsehaye 
open the scriptures and talk about the Lord Jesus. Teshome was the 
�rst of the trio to give himself to Christ. Solomon and Girma al-
so soon came into a vital relationship with the Lord. �e three be-
gan to study the scriptures and develop unusually warm hearts to-
ward their Lord and toward fellow servicemen who they felt needed 
Him. As their lives unfolded, this “threefold cord” proved strong. 
Jesus told his disciples they were to become “�shers of men.” �ese 
three drew many into the safe net of Christ’s love, both in Asmara, 
and later in Shewa Province. 

Fellowship at the center was warm, but the Marxist-Leninist 
ethos at the base was cold and calculated toward soldiers who were 
open about expressions of faith. Exposing themselves as Christians 
in the military often meant being accused, harassed, and cut out of 
the promotions and extra bene�ts awarded other men. Nevertheless, 
Solomon, Girma, and Teshome �atly accepted the challenge. “We 
have to pay the price for our Lord’s service,” Teshome would insist, 
unmoved by di�culties. �ey set themselves to build their King’s 
kingdom no matter where their base of service might be, systemat-
ically caring for the body of Christ, however secretly they were re-
quired to minister, or however openly they were required to pay the 
price. �at commitment brought forth solid fruit at the base, and 
later in Shewa when they were re-stationed at Debre Zeit.

In october of 1974, Negussie wrote his childhood friend John in 
Canada from the Teachers Training Institute (TTI) in Asmara, where 
the Youth Center was being boon to this young man from the south. 
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While warfare circled the urban center, inside the capital city, life re-
tained some semblance of normality. �e three airmen from Debre 
Zeit were among the brothers he came to know in the Asmara fellow-
ship. Negussie’s sunny disposition cheered their war-strained nerves. 
At some point, Negussie picked up guitar playing, perhaps there.

But by January of 1975, Negussie’s guarded letter to John was sent 
from Dekemhare, the orphanage town. It seemed Negussie and oth-
er southern students at TTI had to be taken out of Asmara for their 
safety. Although still in Eritrea, Dekemhare a�orded the advantage 
of friends among the orphanage youth there. Again, growing pres-
sures made that location a short-lived haven. 

Within half a year, Negussie had to leave Eritrea, working south-
ward to Addis Ababa. Such travel was not simple. Crossing rugged 
mountains and swollen rivers would be challenging to the �ttest 
body. Bus tickets were prohibitive for an unpaid student, and bomb-
ing threatened the roads. A lonely traveler on foot never knew when 
he’d suddenly be confronted by an Ethiopian soldier, an Eritrean 
guerrilla, a nervous deserter, or a hardened bandit, not to mention 
wild animals or the ethnically suspicious peasants whose land had 
to be transversed.

When Negussie �nally made it to Munz, an Amhara stronghold 
halfway to Addis Ababa (where Sahle taught, although Negussie 
probably had not met him yet), he felt safer. Yet, an unexpected in-
cident left him nearly dead. Hearing the cries of a woman being 
beaten in the lodging where he slept, Negussie ran to the scene and 
begged her drunken lover to stop. Enraged, the man turned on the 
short-torsoed stranger and beat him nearly to a pulp, so badly that 
Negussie had to be hospitalized.

�e battered lad �nally made it to Addis Ababa in time to rendez-
vous with his childhood friend, John. Like a homing pigeon, John 
Coleman had taken the college summer break in Canada to come 
back to visit his family. By then his parents were not living in their 
old home in Wolisso, but at the Press compound in Addis Ababa. 

�e young men’s reunion was ecstatic. What a rush of memories! 
�ey savored childhood experiences in Wolisso and �lled each oth-
er in the best they could on what life had dealt them in their young 
adulthood. John’s college experience had been a straightforward one 
in Canada. Visiting his parents in Addis Ababa, John got a clearer 
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picture of the violence Ethiopians faced. After hearing about some 
of the dangers Negussie had survived in pursuit of his education, 
John was shaken. He was thankful for Negussie’s protection, but he 
couldn’t help feeling uneasy about his hero’s future. 

John remembers their �nal parting as one of the most poignant 
leave-takings of his life. �e two stood at the Press gate trying to swal-
low the lumps in their throats, embracing from side to side repeat-
edly in the warm Ethiopian way. Finally they shook hands once, face 
to face, slowly, hard, in western manner. �e rainy season seemed to 
weep with them that �nal day. 

Out at jimma, the Volkmanns were starting their second year. Some 
of the more mature students had graduated. As political tensions 
grew and the more hot-headed students in�uenced the atmosphere, 
Ato Tesfaye’s sensibleness and Ato Tekle’s fatherliness were sorely 
missed, with them gone home to their families in Chencha and Saja. 
Quiet Hussein had graduated, but after a summer up north among 
his Muslim relatives, he returned to Grace Bible Institute (GBI) to 
teach. He did not mind staying close to Belaynesh, the younger stu-
dent from Kambaata. Unexpected separation came when the Derg 
ordered all 12th grade graduates out on zemecha. Hussein watched 
Belaynesh march out of the campus with the others in a khaki cap, 
shirt and trousers, so in contrast to her usual full-skirted gracefulness. 

Art confessed to his wife, Sue, that he found one of the newer 
students to be his “thorn in the �esh” that second year. �e young 
man had charismatic leanings, which in itself was di�cult to handle 
among a student body from churches who held varying viewpoints 
about Pentecostal manifestations. �e charismatic spirit which had 
begun to sweep over Ethiopia in the late sixties was coming into full 
bloom in the seventies. It was changing the forms of worship, the 
music sung, the doctrines promulgated, and the experiences sought 
among evangelicals all over the country. Passionate Shimeles was 
a disturbing presence and a constant challenge to the more philo-
sophical Art, for Art recognized in the �ery youth a wholehearted-
ness and freshness which could not help but disturb a “tamer” ex-
pression of faith.

As the Revolution escalated, Shimeles put an unsettling question 
to Art: “You came here to die for us, didn’t you?” Art wasn’t sure he 
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had come with that in mind. He was responsible for a wife and lit-
tle Amy and their new baby, and he felt a moral responsibility in 
that direction, too. Even crossing Jimma town to the air�eld didn’t 
promise to be without incident in these volatile days. 

With students being yanked out for zemecha and unsettling ru-
mors �ying in every direction, the campus grew more edgy. Most 
disturbing was the threat that the Institute had not long to live. 
�e earlier pressures from Jimma’s cold Muslim majority and an-
gry Orthodox leadership were now joined by cadre leadership bent 
on closing down all Christian schools. Each semester threatened to 
be the last. Morning by morning, veiled news from outstations was 
gleaned via the missionary radio check. Sudden riots and local show-
downs at mission hospitals and schools were glimpsed in vague form 
by all missionaries who were tuned in. Meanwhile, students listened 
to a steady diet of propaganda on Amharic broadcasts, reporting the 
latest proclamation or the supposed course of the Eritrean–Ethiopian 
War. �e barrage �lled the airwaves with accusations decrying the 
“unscrupulous imperialist,” the “foreign-in�uenced Pente” or the 
“capitalist dog.” 

If missionaries were ordered out or chose to leave, some nation-
als could see that they stood to lose jobs or hoped-for positions. 
�ey wondered, “Who would favor me after my complicity with 
what the cadres call ‘the capitalistic demons’?” After one school va-
cation, students returned particularly radicalized. A group of them 
presented a document in writing, demanding that every student be 
assured a job and a bicycle when they left the school. �e adminis-
tration stood �rm against such intimidation, but the incident be-
gan to erode the trust relationship which teachers and students had 
previously taken for granted. 

When terrible reports came of a massacre of three thousand Kullo 
Kontan people in the nearby area of Bonga, Art and Sue felt fur-
ther threatened. �at raid wasn’t even Marxist-Leninist, just the sav-
age Bodis on the rampage. Churches had been torched and seventy 
Christians had been among those murdered. 

In Addis Ababa, John Cumbers could read the writing on the 
wall. He wasn’t encouraging assignment of new missionaries to the 
Ethiopian �eld. In fact, he usually wasn’t suggesting old-timers re-
turn when a furlough came due. 
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As the 1975 school term came to a close, the GBI faculty took 
stock. �eir oldest students were graduating, many were scattered 
out on zemecha, and the school might never open for another school 
year. �e Volkmanns hadn’t had language school, so transferring 
them to an Amharic speaking area was a problem, not to mention 
the di�culty of �nding a place which was welcoming rather than 
repelling missionaries! �e Veers had gone on furlough. Along with 
many others, Art and Sue agonized over the decision. Reluctantly 
they elected a leave of absence, taking a faculty position back at the 
seminary in Chicago. No one knew where this government was 
heading, and perhaps in two years the wind would have blown one 
way or the other. 

Like many others who took to the skies from the Addis Ababa air-
port that rainy season, their emotions ranged from deep disappoint-
ment to profound relief. As they rose above the beautiful mountains 
cradling Addis Ababa, so deceptively quiet from above, they could 
only ache and pray. 

Like others who left, they would have to struggle with uneasy 
feelings of guilt. Physically back in the United States but emotion-
ally deeply entwined in issues thousands of miles from the Chicago 
Loop, the Volkmanns felt isolated. �ey searched for any informa-
tion they could get, but news was scant and neither missionaries nor 
nationals could write openly without risk. A terse August 25th radio 
report in Addis Ababa did make international news: “Haile Selassie 
has died in his sleep.” �e Emperor died, it was asserted by investi-
gators long after the event, by su�ocation. 

What is happening to others, they wondered, especially to our stu-
dents? Only when separated from Ethiopia did Art and Sue realize 
how much they’d changed in those two years, how foreign they felt 
in America, how bonded to Ethiopians they’d become. Like many 
others who had left, they were out of Ethiopia, but Ethiopia would 
never be out of them.

For he himself is our peace,  
who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier,  
by abolishing in his �esh the law  
with its commandments and regulations.  
His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two,  
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thus making peace,  
and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God 
through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. 

(Ephesians 2:14–16)
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Chapter 9

TEARING DOWN, BUILDING UP

Bobagaya they called Bishoftu Lake in the local language. Even 
from the capital, one can get a distant view of the area by driving 
up the mountain rim on the north edge of the city to Entoto, a van-
tage point from which Addis Ababa (“New Flower”) unfolds south-
ward. Bishoftu Mountain looms purple in the distance beyond. From 
Entoto one can sight the most imposing cone to the south, Mount 
Zekwala, shaped like a huge trapezoid and surrounded by smaller 
volcanic structures. Among those cones, nestled on the edge of one 
of the crater lakes, is “Bishoftu,” SIM’s beloved retreat center, used 
by almost all mission groups in the country. 

I still remember our �rst trip there as newcomers to Ethiopia. We 
peered out the car windows on the way, to get a sense of town and 
country. �e scene is nearly the same today. A strange mixture of 
old and new, urban and rural, moves past you as you bump through 
to the outskirts of Addis Ababa on pot-holed asphalt streets crowd-
ed with pedestrians on their way to work or to draw water at the 
neighborhood tap. People and cars weave their way between herds 
of goats or sheep mindlessly moving to market. An occasional steer 
stands placidly on the narrow median running between opposing 
lanes of tra�c. Belching diesel trucks rumble noisily along, through 
which blue taxis and passenger cars defensively weave. Signs spelled 
out in peculiar symbols indecipherable to Amharic-illiterate expa-
triates stare down at strangers who are unable to recognize Amharic 
words for “Stop” or “Go” or to count from one to ten in this strange 
language. On our �rst trip out, when “SHELL” loomed up over a 
gasoline station in English, it brought tears to my eyes, just to be 
given a token assurance that I could read something in this bewil-
dering world. 
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A string of brave entrepreneurs sit by the roadside with tiny pyr-
amids of eggs or potatoes or tomatoes carefully arranged on burlap 
for display. As neighborhood after neighborhood melts past, an oc-
casional face emerges out of the mass—a herder struggling with an 
unruly donkey, a mother shielding a child from tra�c, jovial students 
ambling along with book bags in hand. Beyond the convergence of 
railroad tracks, power lines, and towering granaries, the Debre Zeit 
road makes its way out of the city past stick-and-plastic stalls sell-
ing pottery, fruit, blankets, rough furniture, clothing, and the like. 

As town gives way to country, a strange horizon of volcanic left-
overs meets the eye: igneous rocks and boulders strewn carelessly over 
the roughly cultivated �elds dotted unevenly by scrubby �at thorn 
trees. Way in the distance on the left rises Bishoftu Mountain, its 
mighty shoulders mysterious in purple-gray haze. On the right rise 
grassed-over cinder cones, angular pyramids and odd landforms re-
sembling huge geometric symbols. Overhead, rain falls in one sea-
son, and in another, majestic white thunderheads rise heavenward 
in brilliant blue skies. One can hardly fail to be awed, driving wide-
eyed through this sample of Ethiopia’s fantastic beauty. 

Ethiopia’s major Air Base lies south of the town of Debre Zeit, 
which means “Mount of Olives.” In Debre Zeit, a Bishoftu-bound 
vehicle turns eastward onto a dirt road lined with mud and straw 
or tin-roofed homes, partially hidden behind the compound fenc-
es which everyone builds. Eventually a green gate appears, marked 
“SIM Guesthouse.” 

Once inside the compound, a �rst glimpse reveals a panorama of 
trees and bushes ablaze with blossoms which surround the lounge 
and dining room, shade cabins, and give way to a tennis court bathed 
in sunlight, and paths sloping down to a boat dock bobbing with 
canoes. At the base lies a lovely shimmering circle of blue water cra-
dled in the ancient volcanic cone. �is natural reserve on the edge of 
the water is a virtual paradise for repose. Visitors can relax between 
palms and bamboo and watch iridescent birds darting between the 
huge lavender and red blossoms of jacaranda and �ame trees, all 
scented with the delicate fragrance of snow-white frangipani �ower-
ing bushes. �e more active can romp at the children’s playground, 
swim in a protected lake-edge enclosure, canoe around the lake, or 
hike up Bishoftu Mountain. 
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Before the Revolution, the Bishoftu property was used by a broad 
spectrum of missionaries to save their health and sanity, provide fam-
ily retreats, and conference accommodations. �e quiet lake proper-
ty could not know that soon its peace would increasingly be split by 
screaming jets above, that Bishoftu’s gates would open to become a 
refuge for harassed Ethiopian Christians, its pool would host secret 
baptisms, and its cabins hear increasingly fervent prayers. 

Down near the water stands one Ethiopian-style round hut with 
a grass roof. “Sharon Cottage” is written over its door. It holds pre-
cious memories for many who have met with God in that quiet 
place. In 1975, an unexpected birth took place in Sharon Cottage. 
�e spot was hidden. Nine people were present. �ere were the three 
Ethiopian Air Force men who’d come alive to Christ in Asmara a 
few years before, and six were brand new believers. A church was 
being born. 

Girma Abebe, Teshome Haile, and Solomon Beyene had been re-
stationed back at the base in Debre Zeit and all three had married. 
�e town was largely Orthodox and so not warm to evangelical 
Christians. Yet the three men were convinced that Christ, not a reli-
gious system, o�ered the only true answer to human need. �ey be-
gan praying earnestly about how to present his claims to people in 
their home area. For a while, they’d made the tedious trip to Addis 
Ababa on Sundays to the Fellowship Church, one which especially 
served the university community and drew students like Negussie 
and Sahle when they’d been in town. Still, going there regularly 
didn’t seem to the three airmen to be bene�ting their neighbors. 
Finally, with encouragement from the Addis Ababa fellowship, the 
three couples committed themselves to reaching people right where 
they were, no matter what it might cost them. From the six meeting 
in Sharon Cottage that memorable day, a church came into being. 
Ato Yohannes Bosana, a Wolaittan evangelist at the Youth Center 
in Addis Ababa often came to encourage the new body of believers. 
Before many months, the spiritual vitality of the little band began to 
convince people around them that Jesus was very alive and available. 
Many were beginning to realize they needed something!

�e mission property on the lake might well have been con�scated 
by the government, for it was such a plum. God not only protected 
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the cloistered haven repeatedly, He greatly “stretched out its tent 
cords.” Bishoftu hosts in those years began using every opportuni-
ty they could �nd to encourage the national believers. Conferences 
and special meetings, training sessions, and clandestine baptisms 
doubled the activity at the place as its arms were opened to many 
an Ethiopian group.

�e hosts led devotions with the local Ethiopian workers who 
tended the grounds and cooked the delicious meals served there. 
(It was injera and wat night that took �rst prize, for missionar-
ies greatly relished Ethiopia’s national meal.) A few workers came 
to real faith in a living Savior, among them a young fellow named 
Belay Wendafarash. Very early in his new life, Belay’s earnest testi-
mony demonstrated his gift for reaching people. It was decided to 
send the young man to the Saja Bible school, where Ted Veer and 
Ato Tekle had taught before their GBI days. �e Revolution soon 
closed the Saja school, but Belay got a little training. He proceeded 
to systematically witness in the Bishoftu neighborhood around the 
lake. Many responded. He started a school which eventually built 
up to 250 children. As missionaries diminished in the country, the 
national believers swelled the guest list at the Lake, tipping the bal-
ance of who was getting the most use out of Bobagaya. 

However, cadres harassed the Debre Zeit believers at every turn 
and repeatedly closed down their meeting places. A partial answer 
was found right inside the mission property by turning the small 
garden barn into a meeting place the kebele (neighborhood associa-
tion) couldn’t touch. Sergeant Girma rented a villa in town in which 
low-pro�le gatherings could be held, but his home was stoned. Sahle 
was accused by the cadres and nearly relieved of his job. Many fami-
lies were treated with contempt and some found themselves in seri-
ous �nancial straits. All these trials only seemed to mold them into 
a more uni�ed body in which God was noticeably glori�ed.

Eventually the need for a meeting place was solved creatively by 
the three air force families deciding to arrange adjacent housing 
way over on the far side of Debre Zeit. People would amble in qui-
etly, one or two at a time, and in hushed tones without apprehen-
sion they maintained a full battery of church activities. Solomon, 
Girma, and Teshome’s living rooms became the regular setting for 
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Sunday School classes, worship time, prayer meetings, and even a 
formal Bible school with classes three nights a week. 

As pressure on students in Addis grew stronger and church after 
church was closed by the government, Bishoftu became one sanc-
tuary to which young people could sometimes come, shut the gate, 
and �nally relax in warm fellowship. Such a place was a rare refuge 
in the midst of much confusion those early years of the Revolution. 

A few believers in the area joined with the �edgling church. 
Eventually one family was that of Sahle Tilahun and Aberash Takele, 
the students who had laughed at each other’s shaved heads in prison 
together, and later married the week the Revolution took hold. �ey 
had left Munz. Sahle eventually became head master of a school in 
the Debre area. Aberash taught mathematics, and they had started a 
family. Somewhere in that progression we returned to Ethiopia, and 
Charles had a surprise reunion with Sahle. Malcolm Hunter arranged 
for Charles to �y down to Chencha with a new doctor, to introduce 
her to one of the sites where she would be touching down in a new 

YOHANNES BOSANA (SODDO, 1994)
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airborne medical service Malcolm had devised. Meanwhile, our old 
friend Sahle had been called to help his mentor, Mina Moen, with 
a short course she was teaching at Chencha. Mina was the language 
teacher with whom he had enjoyed such a meaningful relationship 
during Debre Berhan days. Tom Fellows (Alex’s son) was managing 
vehicles and talked Charles into driving an ailing mission vehicle to 
Addis Ababa, “for repairs.” Sahle needed a ride home, and would go 
along “to help with the cultural bridging.” Nationals always made 
travel through unfamiliar territory smoother, and in these days of 
hostility toward foreigners, a go-between was even more crucial. �e 
two seemed a good team, and were happy to enjoy a ride together. 
Tom would not have known that the pair had a way of sparking each 
other’s spontaneity to an almost dangerous degree. Hearing about 
it later, crisis after crisis, gave the mission one of the most hilarious 
evenings people had spent in a long time.

Chencha is located on the edge of an escarpment of several thou-
sands of feet. When Tom admitted the clutch was bad and the brakes 
not too good and handed them a supply of clutch �uid, a more cau-
tious pair might have refused to give it a try. “Just keep putting �u-
id in it,” Tom advised them nonchalantly, being an accomplished 
mechanic, himself. Navigating a weary Land Rover down a moun-
tain and across a desert stretch along 300 some kilometers of rutted 
roads, passing through threatening ethnic diversities—these fore-
seeable factors might have been su�ciently foreboding to others. 
Not to Sahle and “Uncle Charlie”—as Sahle began to call his com-
panion after that momentous trip. Oh yes, Dr. MacDonald was al-
so along for the ride, the physician from Scotland. She could hardly 
have guessed what she was getting into. 

The three travelers made it down Chencha’s steep descent. 
Propelling the Land Rover through the country side began to take 
on the �avor of a comic movie. Just “adding �uid” didn’t make every-
thing �ne. Charles wasn’t even sure where it went into, as it �owed 
down intravenous tubing into the bowels of the motor. He’d used 
intravenous tubing for medical procedures, not cars. 

Checkpoints were particularly tricky. Picture the situation when 
approaching a town’s road barrier guarded by undisciplined local mi-
litia men with weapons—places where foreigners hated to be noticed. 
With no clutch, they had to gear down to stop, going into neutral. 
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�en they had to answer threatening questions and sometimes be 
searched. To get started again, they had to elicit people from the 
crowd who would help push them to a speed fast enough to allow 
shifting into gear. �ankfully, Land Rover gears synchronize to al-
low shifts without a clutch, but only within a narrow window when 
engine and transmission are at the right speeds. At the critical point, 
Sahle, the lady doctor, and Charles, pu�ng along with the push-
ers, had to jump through the open car doors into their seats. If the 
gear caught, they breathed a prayer of thanks, and waved good-bye. 

Alas, next the fan belt broke. �ey scratched their heads about 
how to devise one out in open country. Charlie tried a series of sub-
stitutes: a rope �rst, next his tie, then his belt, and when that gave 
out, they tried Dr. MacDonald’s nylon panty-hose! One might imag-
ine the gymnastics and abandonment involved to make all these ad-
justments, but such seemed necessary to retain movement, and per-
haps to spare three lives. 

Despite remembered stories of improvisations bringing on-the-
spot deliverance, nothing really worked. No e�ective fan belt meant 
the engine heated up to intolerable levels. About every ten to �f-
teen miles they had to add water from somewhere, sometimes from 
rainwater left in a ditch. When the lights began to fail at dusk, it 
seemed to be the last straw. Reaching Shashamane town Saturday 
night was itself miraculous. But foreigners were not advised to sleep 
in the hostile environment of places like Shashamane in such times. 
SIM’s leprosarium on the outskirts had been taken over by the gov-
ernment. Where were the travelers to go? Where but to the Seventh 
Day Adventist (SDA) property, just beyond! 

Upon arrival inside the gate, all Charlie could think of was his 
desperate need for a cup of co�ee. �e lady in charge, seeing his dis-
appointment to be told Seventh Day Adventists don’t drink co�ee, 
o�ered him herbal tea, assuring him it was “very good for the blad-
der.” �e three scru�y visitors were kindly fed and given bunks in 
dorms which were empty during students’ vacation.

Sahle would rehearse the bedtime scene many times in the future. 
Used to very formal Ethiopian prayers, standing, or with foreheads 
on the ground, he was shocked when the good doctor just threw 
himself on the cot and said, “Sahle, let’s just pray as we lay here.” 
�ey did. Somehow, they bonded that night in such a way that Sahle 
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would often call my husband “Uncle Charlie” in the future, when 
we were in private. Maybe the fact that the missionary had so lit-
tle money on him that he had to borrow from Sahle along the way 
might have tilted customary protocol.

Sunday morning, the discrepancy between o�cial days of worship 
worked out fortuitously for the stranded travelers. A black American 
mechanic working with the Seventh Day Adventists was happy to 
work on Sunday, for Saturday had been the Adventists’ sabbath! �e 
Land Rover got �xed enough to risk travel. Hearty thanks were ex-
pressed to the kind SDA helpers. O� they went, Charles and Sahle 
teaching Dr. Helen the words of Indalla’s favorite song, learned from 
him in Debre Berhan: B’Abate baet. “In the world you’ll have trou-
ble, but in my Father’s house, joy, in Jesus name!” 

�ey made it back to Addis Ababa just in time for the Sunday 
night service at the SIM Chapel. Arriving breathless and askew, 
Charles’ spontaneity hadn’t yet worn o� when he was asked to give 
a short report to the congregation. It was not a typical one, for when 
the travelers’ testimony to God’s deliverance unraveled in a tale in-
volving brake �uid, his belt, her panty hose, “tea for the bladder,” 
etc., it couldn’t help but bring down the house. Perhaps it was worth 
the risk, if for no other reason that to provide a little comic relief 
to the period’s consistently grim overtone. “Tis mercy all [...] that 
found out me,” go the lines of a hymn which Charlie is still moved 
to sing when he remembers that trip! 

Change and confusion were the steady diet in those months. To 
begin with, a hundred thousand Ethiopians were sent out on zemecha 
to promulgate Marxist-Leninist doctrine. Meanwhile, as the famine 
in the north was receding, the band of Christian volunteers who had 
come from overseas slowly made their way home. �e handling of 
religious issues was contradictory. In spite of the Derg’s bold proc-
lamation of “freedom of religion,” evangelical churches were taken 
over. Political activists sparred back and forth. In response to an at-
tempted coup, assassinations and mass murders increased. 

Every mission station experienced its unique last days. Cadre ha-
rassment and organized methods of expulsion were routine. Some 
stations made peaceful transfers to nationals; other places were more 
turbulent. �e sta� at Dessie Hospital had to be evacuated. Dilla 
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Hospital was relinquished to the government after many di�cul-
ties. Leimo Hospital was closed. At the hospital at Soddo there were 
threats on missionary lives, and at Shashamane’s the foreigners were 
put under house arrest. 

War played its role in the confusion. In Asmara, Pastor Tsehaye 
Abai was abducted �rst by Eritrean guerrillas, then imprisoned by 
the Ethiopian forces. Somalia declared war on Ethiopia and enlist-
ed the Gujjis to �ght with them. Some of the precious few believ-
ers in the Bale area were among those caught in a vice between the 
Somali and Gujji and forces, which resulted in many being killed 
and precious �elds being burned. Even the elements seemed to con-
spire. Out east near Somali, the Wabi Shebelle River �owing in desert 
terrain �ooded Kelafo station, one of the few Christian outposts in 
Muslim territory. Isolated deaths shocked believers in various areas. 
Dr. Doug Hill was stabbed by a Muslim fanatic in the Ogaden, and 
Teseme Dube speared by witch doctors in Bonga. Beyond Ethiopia, 
a blow disheartened the wider church: news came of the drowning 
of Dr. Byang Kato, a Nigerian whose leadership had been so stellar 
among African evangelicals.42

In the midst of these dreadful events, people were just human 
beings, with all the fragility and fallibility humanness includes. At 
times, administrative decisions had to be made quickly, and misjudg-
ments were made. At one point, pressure over mishandling of one 
accused missionary’s case made John Cumbers so physically sick that 
he telephoned Dr. Davis at the SIM head o�ce in the United States 
and o�ered to resign. “�at won’t help the situation one iota (bit),” 
Dr. Davis responded. “Call a special Council meeting.” He coun-
seled from the scriptures and assured John of prayer backing from 
colleagues around the world. After a grueling all-day Council, John 
took the blame for the whole mess. Still, such episodes leave scars. 
During all this, Naomi stood like a brick behind her husband, serv-
ing both as his secretary and as SIM Headquarters nurse. John mar-
veled at God’s grace to Naomi, at her stamina to keep up her daily 
work, care for the sick, and stand with him day and night. 

42. Byang Kato led the Association of Evangelicals of Africa and Madagascar.
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Ato tekle wolde giorgis, the head of the Kale Heywet Church 
(KHC), was caught in the middle between foreigner and national, a 
di�cult position. �e negotiations and emotional energy involved 
in the incessant takeovers, or handovers, were exhausting. �e man 
rarely enjoyed the comfort of home, for the family remained in Saja 
while he worked and slept in his tiny second-�oor o�ce above the 
SIM chapel in Addis Ababa. At one point, weary Tekle recorded the 
losses: “To date, 33 upper level academic schools, 265 KHC low-
er schools, 1740 churches sealed, 27 SIM Bible schools closed, 97 
KHC Bible schools closed.” 

Nevertheless, while things were breaking down in many plac-
es, there were those who set about building up. Ato Kedamo had 
met with God over the Revolution, and set about steadying his 
city �ock. When her zemecha service was completed, Belaynesh 
and Hussein were married. After a short time with Hussein teach-
ing while Belaynesh �nished her interrupted course at Grace Bible 
Institute, they moved to the capital. �ey brought warm reinforce-
ment to Ato Tekle. Just outside Addis Ababa, the �edgling Debre 
Zeit church was catching �re spiritually. In September of 1976, con-
fusion over certain doctrines of the charismatic movement was as-
suaged by the timely input of Festo Kivengere and Sam Kamelasen, 
eminent spiritual leaders who aided reconciliation between groups 
during a World Vision pastors’ conference. 

Weighty to many was the thought of leaving Ethiopia with its 
80–100 language groups, with only three major languages yet hav-
ing complete Bible translations. Evelyn Brant conceived of an emer-
gency strategy which came to be called the “Key Scriptures” proj-
ect. Al and Evelyn Brant had pioneered among the Gedeo ethnic 
group.43 In the late sixties, they had traveled to Nigeria to observe a 
movement which was sweeping through the Nigerian church, called 
New Life for All. Bringing the essential vision back, the Brants de-
veloped materials for Ethiopia and held conferences which led to a 
great evangelistic thrust all over the south. Naturally they saw the 
need for the scriptures in native languages for Ethiopia’s burgeon-
ing multiplicity of believers. Al Brant had been stuck with an illness 

43. �eir story is told in Brant (1992), Wake.
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which demanded their departure, and so the Key Scriptures proj-
ect was turned over to seasoned faithfuls with linguistic gifts, Mina 
Moen and Ruth Cremer. 

After choosing 1600 key verses of Scripture, the aim was to quick-
ly get just those few passages translated into ten major languages. 
Seven languages did see completion. �is was a mammoth task for a 
valiant band of colleagues who struggled under di�cult constraints. 
On the one hand, the missionaries were con�ned by the government 
to the capital, and on the other, the nationals were regularly blocked 
at checkpoints from travel. Contacts with foreigners became danger-
ous. Once the 1600 verses were �nished in a language, catechisms 
and teaching notes were created for their use, all built upon those 
pivotal verses. A great leap forward was therefore accomplished, one, 
which in “normal times” might not have happened for decades. Such 
outcomes could not but raise questions as to God’s mysterious pur-
poses in spite of, or because of, the national shake-up. 

Meanwhile, Al Brant’s mantle was passing to his son, Howie. 
In his thirties, Howie and his wife were spearheading work at 
Zenzencho in Gurage territory. Howie and another Canadian mis-
sionary, Paul Balisky, grasped the great danger to youth, and their 
potential as well. Together they called a conference at Langano de-
signed for youth and elders to work through some of their roles in a 
godly manner. �ey repeatedly stressed the proverb, “age for wisdom, 
youth for strength.” Christian youth associations started an under-
ground movement, organizing cells methodically. (�e communists 
had a lot to teach Christians in the matters of organization!) Where 
churches were open, the young people organized prayer groups and 
choirs. Choirs became an internal mechanism that included not just 
“music practice” but praying, planning, worshipping, all of which 
molded the members into a uni�ed body of mutual support. 

For the mission, the prevailing phenomena seemed to be “contra-
diction.” While a surgeon at Soddo was being bitterly accused by the 
Wolaitta community, a beautiful new hospital facility was being ded-
icated for them. Although education was a precious entity, especially 
Christian education, the situation at the Girls’ Christian Academy 
turned into an ugly �ght with a group of parents and teachers who 
wreaked economic and emotional havoc for those involved over a 
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period of many months. While missionaries swung back and forth 
between opinions on what course the mission should take in this or 
that situation, John Cumbers came near to exhaustion. Some were 
threatened with physical attacks, some had panic attacks. �e direc-
tor was on the verge of a heart attack. Mr. Cumbers was getting less 
than �ve hours sleep each night. It is customary in Ethiopia for a per-
son with a problem not to feel there is value in presenting his case to 
anyone except the chief executive. John was victimized by the cus-
tom. He began to realize that his lack of delegation was both danger-
ous and ridiculous, but he could hardly get a breather to think how 
to change the pattern. When Howard Borlase (one man who could 
be counted on to keep a sense of humor) suggested it was time for 
him to bow out of administration, John was horri�ed. Howard was 
eventually persuaded to stay. Murray Coleman’s cool-headed assis-
tance was also a lifesaver. Behind the scenes, a handful of faithful 
women held the fort in the o�ces, staying abreast of exacting dip-
lomatic and administrative procedures. 

At one point John asked the missionaries and Ethiopians who 
worked most closely with him to meet and make some suggestions 
for sharing the workload more. While some compliments were giv-
en, the essential result was humbling, for it voiced a complaint to 
be heard more and more strongly from the church as time went on: 
the mission’s tendency to run the ship alone, not delegate enough, 
and not prepare others for leadership. In March of 1976 the two 
bodies held their �rst real sta� meeting. When John Cumbers saw 
how much the Ethiopians appreciated the opportunity to share the 
burdens and to o�er solutions, he wondered why he’d left it so long 
to include them in sta� meetings. At one meeting a frank letter was 
presented, censuring missionaries for giving vocal expression to their 
private political opinions. By September the KHC Executive threat-
ened to break away from SIM, citing the mission’s empty promises 
and failure to train national leaders, while being caught up in its own 
agenda. John Cumbers could hardly believe his ears. 

1976 gave way to 1977 with both the mission and church con-
fused, fearful, and at low ebb. �e mission seemed harried disunit-
ed, stumbling about under siege. �e church seemed to feel threat-
ened, immature and angry to be so. Both probably felt betrayed and 
abandoned by the other. Painful as it was, they became hammer and 
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anvil to each other as God shaped and pounded those who stayed 
obedient to His workmanship. As He formed their courage and de-
veloped their maturity, they grew. Eventually they would learn to 
forgive. Without crisis, there is little opportunity for faith. More 
opportunity was coming. 

�ere is a time for everything, 
and a season for every activity under heaven:  
a time to be born and a time to die, 
a time to plant and a time to uproot [...] 
a time to tear down and a time to build.

(Ecclesiastes 3:1, 2, 3b)





Part III

FACING PRINCIPALITIES 
AND POWERS

(During 1977–78)

For our struggle is not against �esh and blood,  
but against the rulers, against the authorities,  
against the powers of this dark world and 
against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.

(Ephesians 6:12)
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MAP 3:  BOUNDARIES OF ETHIOPIA’S PROVINCES  
(BEFORE AD 1991)

Source: Adapted from Parker (1995), Ethiopia, by Johnathan Bascom.
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Chapter 10

FACING THE CADRES

Negussie looked over the dull brown �elds around Wolisso with 
a sense of being back where he had started. In January, Ethiopia’s 
lushness fades as ever-more bony cattle scrounge to �nd fodder. �e 
harvest is over and the long months of dryness take their toll. Prayer 
goes up for “the small rains” in March to be adequate enough to 
avert the yearly possibility of famine. And yet another fear threat-
ens, for without the cleansing ministry of rain, disease strikes and 
spreads more easily. 

Added to these insecurities in�icted by nature, threats from fellow 
human beings escalated in 1977, as well. By then, Negussie had �n-
ished his teacher’s training and had taken a position in his home area 
near Wolisso. A bit misshapen though he was, Negussie was a vibrant 
witness to Christ, making him a dangerous person in the estimation 
of local political leadership. He realized the axe might fall, but the 
young man continued to live normally, forthright about his faith. 
Negussie was unwilling to allow fear to get the victory over his life. 

Fear was Ethiopia’s overwhelming emotion in 1977. For some, 
it became sheer terror. A technique of Marxism-Leninism, fear was 
systematically instilled into all, whether bourgeois or proletariat. At 
the lowest level, young people were chosen by Party leaders as cad-
res to enforce communist doctrines in the local kebele, the neigh-
borhood political association. Kebele headquarters numbered every 
house. Every individual was required to register for his or her per-
sonal identi�cation number, in order to be issued a passbook. �e 
identity booklet always had to be carried. It would be demanded at 
barricaded checkpoints on travel routes, or upon sudden arrest. Fear 
was fanned by many means, among them by cadre intimidation, 
by kebele action taken without right of appeal, and by high-handed 
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Party leadership. Such leaders might be committed to “the cause,” or 
on the other hand, they might just be pursuing personal interests or 
settling old scores under the cloak of politically doctrinaire “purity.” 

Fear is experienced person by person. Multiplied throughout the 
society quite purposefully, its intensi�cation in 1977 became known 
as “the Red Terror.” Although the capital was home base to the pro-
cess, it was felt throughout the country by students and peasants, by 
little people and big. Each will remember—or try to forget—his or 
her own experiences. �e following three stories may serve to illus-
trate how a few individuals were meeting those fears. 

L. (his name still must not be revealed) was one of six sons of a fa-
ther who had become rich through owning several �our mills and a 
�eet of buses. L.’s family was nominally Orthodox. Highly idealistic, 
he went to the university and found in communism the hope that 
the world’s problems would be answered by “the rich sharing with 
the poor.” L.’s growing zeal for communism prompted Party leaders 
to appoint him to lead a team of zemecha campaigners to the south 
with the assignment of targeting Christians by terrorizing them and 
shutting down their churches.

�eir technique was to take up positions in a church building 
early Sunday morning, and start haranguing the congregation, de-
claring loudly that religion had no part to play in the new Ethiopia. 
�ey ridiculed people for “praying to an invisible god,” and tried to 
succeed in emptying the church. 

One morning a simple peasant woman in a beleaguered congre-
gation stood and said, “In spite of all that you have told us, we came 
here to pray to God and we’re going to pray before we leave.” Before 
anyone could stop her, she led in prayer. �e campaigners were furi-
ous and hustled her o� to the local police station. �ey charged the 
praying woman with resisting the Revolution. She withstood their 
abuse quietly, unmoved. 

When she was released, her �rst act was to invite her accusers to 
her home for a meal. Angry as the young men were, home-cooked 
food sounded irresistible. Before inviting them to partake, she went 
ahead and thanked God for the food, in spite of their laughter to 
drown her out. 
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�e campaigners worked in that area for many weeks, and kept 
trying to negate the humble peasant woman’s in�uence. Neither their 
threats of imprisonment nor their weekly tirades in the churches suc-
ceeded in dispersing the believers. When the cadres were scheduled 
to depart, a local political leader was to be chosen by kebele vote. 
Who was elected but their thorn in the �esh, the praying woman 
herself! Years later, when L. told his story, he summarized: “We were 
defeated, she was victorious. I remember her face so clearly; never be-
fore or since have I seen such love in the face of any person.”

Back at the university, L. relentlessly worked to make life intol-
erable for believers there. In the cafeteria one day, L. saw someone 
bow his head in prayer before eating. L. jumped up and screamed at 
him something about “thanking a non-existent deity for food which 
you bought yourself ” and then struck the student a hard blow across 
the head. 

Suddenly L. felt his body go numb. He stopped cold and asked 
himself, Why did I do that? �e man had done nothing to me, and 
yet I hit him. Later, he recalled only a blur of �nding himself back in 
his room, not eating, and not sleeping for days. �e strongest mem-
ory was the recurring face of the praying woman appearing before 
his eyes, full of love. Finally he stumbled into a church one Sunday 
morning. With his head covered with his white shawl, he cried out 
to God for mercy. Although he knew nothing about the Bible yet, 
he dates his conversion to that moment. Later, God brought forth 
some believers whom the Spirit assisted to realize that this modern-
day Saul could become a Paul. �ey began to nurture him in a se-
cret Bible study. 

Soon L. faced persecution at the university, but the most deadly 
danger turned out to be from his own brother, now a colonel in the 
army. �e brother invited him to a drinking place, ordered a beer for 
them both, and when L. asked for something di�erent, brought the 
accusation: “So it’s true you’ve become a Christian!” L. sensed dan-
ger, rose to leave, and saw his brother reach for his revolver. He ran 
from the bar, praying for protection, dashed through tra�c, crossed 
the road, and found himself blocked by a wall. By what he feels was 
supernatural power, he was able to scale the high wall and collapse 
on the other side. 
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L. really expected his brother to kill him. “An enemy of the re-
gime” could be killed without fear of legal reprisal. �e way L. dis-
guised himself and escaped out of the city, how he got onto a bus 
southward, by what means he slipped across the paroled Kenya bor-
der and made it on, penniless, to Nairobi is a story of one divine de-
liverance after another, each episode strengthening his trust in God. 
L. found many careless-living Ethiopians in Nairobi, but he asked 
God to protect and direct him elsewhere. �ere were missionaries 
in Nairobi who were preparing radio programs to be broadcast back 
into Ethiopia after Radio Voice of the Gospel had been con�scated 
by the military regime on March 12, 1977. �ey happened upon 
L. and eventually employed him to read scripts in the Amharic lan-
guage for radio broadcasting. L. was taking a risk by exposing his 
voice to identi�cation, but in God’s mysterious providence, “Paul’s” 
voice became an instructor and comforter to Ethiopians whom 
“Saul” had persecuted.44 

A second example of how Christians were meeting threats from 
the cadres involved being made “a spectacle.” One of the most grizzly 
personalities during the Revolution was a man called Ali Musa, a no-
torious Muslim governor who during the Derg days at various times 
held the top position in Gamo Gofa, Bale, Gobba, and the Kefa area. 
His brutality broke out as he passed through the Shashamane area 
in 1977, killing nineteen innocent men and women. He had them 
buried in a mass grave dug by a bulldozer. �is massacre agitated 
the Arsi Oromo peasant associations and kebeles to rise up violently 
to try to eliminate the so-called anti-revolutionaries.

One day they singled out a Kambaatan whom Pastor Kedamo 
knew well, Dr. Mulatu Ba�a. He was a tall, erect man who had tak-
en training in the United States, and was a respected administra-
tor at Shashamane Leprosarium—the place to which the Colemans 
had moved from Negussie’s town. �e tenor of the day among em-
ployees had become dissent, accusation, and rebellion. Anyone try-
ing to keep the discipline of a normal work ethic was branded as 
adhari (“one who pulls back”). One morning, Dr. Mulatu’s turn 
for torment came. On the edge of the angry crowd which captured 

44. See especially Acts 9:21 and 13:9.
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him, the doctor’s sister quietly accompanied him in his ordeal, pray-
ing all the way as her brother su�ered. �is is his experience in Dr. 
Mulatu’s own words:

On March 19, 1977, at 8 AM as I walked out to work, I found my-
self surrounded by over �fty men, many of them with guns and spears. 
�ey stripped me of my jacket, shoes, wrist watch, wedding ring, and 
any money that was in my pocket. �e accusation was that I was ad-
hari, anti-revolutionary. �en I was made to walk �ve kilometers bare 
footed on a hot asphalt road. As they marched and walked behind me 
chanting their false accusations, I was reminded of the words of Jesus 
as He walked to calvary’s cross. “Father forgive them for they know not 
what they do.” At that moment, I was encouraged by the Holy Spirit. 
During the procession, light and heavy weapons cracked along for 
many hours. It only takes one �nger to the trigger to get the soul down. 
However the words of the great psalmist in chapter 23:4—“Even though 
I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I will fear no evil for 
you are with me”—gave me the assurance of His presence and peace of 
mind. Humanly thinking, it appeared to be my last moment, but with 

DR. MULATU BAFFA (ADDIS ABABA, 1994)
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God all things are possible. In a weak voice I tried to witness to Christ 
before the crowd. Among them there were those who were weeping and 
crying and those who were mocking. Twice I was slapped on the face. 
Christians had been called to pray, even in the capital, so in the mean-
while, at home and in Addis Ababa, prayer and fasting took place 
throughout the day and night. Even some Orthodox church priests 
joined the prayer groups at home. Towards the evening as they walked 
me toward a cell at some distant farmers’ area, the words of the psalm-
ist again reassured me—Psalm 91:11–12: “For He will command his 
angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways; they will lift you 
up in their hands so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.” 
Certainly his angels lifted me up and controlled every �nger that car-
ried the vicious weapons.
As our journey continued toward prison accompanied by about �fteen 
militia men with guns and spears, one of them took me aside and said, 
“I am Tulu. I will protect you and defend you. You do not know me but 
I know you. Some months ago I was at Alaba with my wife and child. 
My child was seriously sick to the point of death. You took my wife, my 
child and myself to Shashamane Hospital free of charge in your Land 
Rover. �anks be to God, the child got well, and I shall never forget that 
favor. �erefore, I have a gun; should anything come to overtake me, 
I will give you this gun and you should defend yourself.” 
I said, “Tulu, thank you for your o�er. Our Lord will not allow you to 
be overtaken by evil forces.” When we arrived at the destination of my 
imprisonment, it was a one-room vacated farmhouse. With swollen and 
ulcerated feet, I moved into the cell. �e night came and about mid-
night a gang of cadres came to take me out to torture and kill me. Sure 
enough, Ato Tulu was guarding from the outside and was arguing with 
the gang not to open the cell at night. As this was going on for about an 
hour, I was praying on the inside. In the Book of Ecclesiastes 11:1, the 
words of God rightly states, ‘Cast your bread upon the waters for after 
many days you will �nd it again.’ I certainly did not remember Ato Tulu 
or the occasion of his child and wife, but I know that God had provid-
ed a man for this moment. I was released three days later, unharmed.45 

After the above experience, Dr. Mulatu felt it prudent to move his 
family to Addis Ababa. He went on to serve God in a wider way, tak-
ing more and more leadership in the KHC work, and eventually the 
top executive post. We may wonder what happened to the particular 

45. Document submitted to the author, Dr. Mulatu’s personal testimony. 
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leader who excited the doctor’s ordeal? Strangely, the chief agitator 
committed suicide a few days later by jumping from a high bridge.

This third story illustrates again how Christians were meet-
ing their fears. A slight young lad, only �fteen, stood surrounded 
by communist cadres, the newly invested power-holders in Marxist-
Leninist Ethiopia. �e town was Arba Minch in the lake valley be-
low Chencha mountain, out in southwest Ethiopia. �e belliger-
ent young cadres had engineered a showdown. Tadesse stood in the 
midst of the angry group who were nearly all taller and older than 
their prey. �e little dimple that sometimes appeared on one side of 
his lips trembled slightly.

Tadesse Ayissa had been a cadre target for months. How could 
this runt of a youth have such in�uence on the very young peo-
ple the cadres were assigned to enlist for the revolutionary cause? 
Here and there Tadesse had turned up over the area telling any who 
would listen about the living Jesus, to whom he testi�ed convincing-

TADESSE AYISSA (ADDIS ABABA,  1994)
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ly. Infuriated, they accused him: “You are brainwashing our youth 
with your idealistic teaching!” 

Far up in the capital where the Revolution had occurred, universi-
ty and high school students had played a signi�cant role. �e politi-
cal machinery had soon deployed students down-country as carriers 
and enforcers of the new ideology. Youth could be dissuaded from 
unpopular viewpoints and quickly enlisted into the popular move-
ment sweeping the country. In�uence, indoctrination, persuasion—
these were the political cadres’ assignment in the new Ethiopia. It 
was heady stu�, having such authority, and wielding such power over 
people, both young and old. Cadres usually developed that brash ar-
rogance and enjoyment of power to which human nature is prone. 

�is particular group of cadres assigned to Tadesse’s area high-
handedly hustled him o� to jail. �ere they worked him over with a 
routine form of torture, beating the soles of the prisoner’s feet with 
iron rods. �e pain is excruciating and the injury is increased after-
ward by making the victim walk over thistles or thorns. Expecting 
this to be a conclusive lesson, they gave Tadesse a formal order: 
“Leave this Christianity, join us, and close your church work. Be 
still from now on about this ‘good news about Jesus’ or else take the 
consequences.” 

Tadesse refused to promise silence, and therefore surely did have 
to take the consequences. Ten of them took the slight �gure to a 
storage hall that day, stripped him and ordered him to lie prostrate 
on the �oor between a row of �ve cadres on each side. In turn they 
beat his naked body with rawhide whips. �ey were sure that this 
“disciplinary action” would make the rebel think hard before spread-
ing any more of what they saw as counter-revolutionary teaching.

Since these cadres had been brought in from other areas, they 
could not have known what an unusual youth they were dealing 
with. Tadesse had come into an experience of faith in the Lord Jesus 
very early in his youth, and quickly had become an inspired teach-
er and leader. His testimony in the countryside and in marketplac-
es had resulted actually in hundreds of people turning from primal 
practices or beliefs to Christ. �e young evangelist seemed to have 
a special gift for working with the youth of the area, teaching them, 
organizing them, and challenging them to share the marvelous news 
of Christ’s forgiveness and love with others. 
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Shortly after the lashing torture, Tadesse again was caught en-
couraging people to give themselves to the Lord Jesus Christ. Again 
he was dragged into jail and made to strip and prepare for anoth-
er beating. “Now, what is your intention?” they challenged. “Tell 
us what you plan to do!” “My... aim?” Tadesse answered slowly. “As 
long as I am alive, my aim is to learn God’s word and to teach it. 
If someone stops me, I will die for this.” �e group stood quelled. 
Disquieted, they took counsel among themselves, and eventually re-
leased the unbending Tadesse. �eir threats and the resulting oppor-
tunity for witness to his Lord only strengthened Tadesse’s resolve to 
continue testifying. 

Of course he was arrested again. �is unbending counter-rev-
olutionary had to be silenced, they reasoned. “We’re not going to 
beat you this time,” they announced to him. “�is time we’re going 
to kill you. �is will be your last day.” As he awaited their action, 
Tadesse managed to slip out a note which revealed his situation and 
begged urgently for prayer. �e note was carried up to the KHC el-
ders meeting that very day up on Chencha mountain, a meeting to 
which Tadesse had been called. 

Late that afternoon about twenty determined cadres walked their 
prisoner to a windowless storage hall to settle the matter. Inwardly, 
Tadesse prepared himself to die. Outwardly, he stated his conviction 
to his accusers: “�e beginner and �nisher is only God. Whatever 
comes, I’ll accept.” 

In the hall, they noticed a book in his pocket. “Take it out,” one 
yelled, and grabbed what turned out to be a New Testament. In his 
hands it fell open to Romans 13, within which happened to be a 
passage commanding obedience to authorities. “We haven’t obeyed, 
but have overthrown the Emperor,” one spat out. “We are putting 
out reactionaries, and you are one of them.” 

“No, I only speak God’s word, and God’s word is not reaction-
ary,” Tadesse’s soft voice answered. 

“We don’t believe in higher authorities!” they shouted back at him.
Going aside a few feet, the group took counsel. “�e Bible has 

saturated his bones,” one said. “He’s so devoted he cannot deny. We 
can’t convert him or brainwash him,” insisted another. �e consen-
sus was inevitable: “We must kill him.” �eir decision should not 
be delayed. 
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A single bullet was the easiest way to dispose of an “enemy of the 
Revolution.” But this embarrassingly small youth had angered them, 
shamed them. He seemed to have no fear. In fact, an aura of uncon-
cerned con�dence, almost pleasantness, surrounded his consistent-
ly peaceful face. Such a response was infuriating. One of them came 
up with a �tting method of retaliation. “Let’s execute him somewhat 
like his hero!” He pointed to the wires above. 

Back inside, they announced: “We’ve decided how to kill you. 
We’ll see if your Jesus will save you. We’re going to hang you into the 
electric wire. Take o� your clothes.” Tadesse obeyed. �ey stacked 
chairs on a table so that the bare electric wires hanging above could 
be reached. “Climb up there,” they ordered him. “If Jesus was cru-
ci�ed on a cross, we’ve decided to hang you like your Jesus.” �e 
cadres were in their element, totally in control, and on the verge of 
eradicating this irritating little nonconformist.

�e naked youth climbed up and took a footing on the top chair. 
He folded his arms and waited. Within himself  Tadesse accepted the 
inevitability and the honor of such a death. After a few moments of 
quietness, he simply stated, “I am very happy to die like this.”

Two or three times in his earlier experience with the Lord, Tadesse 
had seen visions similar to those recorded in the book of Acts. It was 
not strange to him, then, that God should visit him at such a mo-
ment. Darkness was coming on outside. It was that hour when elec-
tric lights appear dim and ine�ective. But looking upward, the young 
stalwart saw a great light. He alone heard words spoken to him: “As 
I have done for the three in the �ery furnace, I will do for you” (see 
Daniel 3:25). In his spirit, Tadesse responded, “As you have done for 
them in their time, if you do the same now, I will go back and tell 
this miracle to the church. If you are calling me to die, I am willing 
to come to you.” 

Without hesitating, Tadesse took a deep breath—one which those 
who watched expected to be his last—and reached out purposefully 
toward the wires. �e group stood trans�xed. �e instant he grabbed 
the wires, the lights in the building went o�. In confusion, someone 
ran outside to see if a switch had been thrown. He returned shout-
ing, “�e whole town is dark! Everywhere! �e electricity seems to 
have gone o� at the main source.”
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“How did it go o�?” they asked each other, shocked and afraid. 
“�is is amazing.” �ey scu¹ed around in the darkness, talking in 
mu¹ed tones trying to decide what to do next. Finally they ordered 
their victim down from the sca�old. Shaking but overwhelmed with 
awe, Tadesse climbed down. He awaited their next verdict. 

“Your Jesus is... something...” they admitted in the darkness. “We 
will have to make another decision.” Hurriedly the group came up 
with a face-saving alternative. With assumed bravado they gave 
him two terse orders: “First, go back and close your church work. 
Secondly, if you ever preach again, get a paper from Addis Ababa’s 
higher authorities to do it.” 

Tadesse made an answer: “I cannot accept your number one, 
but I will accept the second, to get permission from the head of-
�ce. I have permission from God.” “You stupid thing!” they retort-
ed. “Get out!”

Tadesse swept up his clothes, dashed out the door and ran straight 
up Chencha mountain in the darkness. Usually a six-hour climb, he 
was so invigorated that he made it in three. Knocking at the door of 
the elders’ council meeting (the place to which he had sent his plea 
for prayer), he burst into the room.

�at night, a man fresh out of the �ery furnace delivered to that 
amazed group the �rst installment of his promise of testimony to 
the fourth Man, a witness which Tadesse would rehearse before the 
church all over Ethiopia in the days to come.

In times of great stress upon his people, God sometimes acts sover-
eignly to deliver. Tadesse’s story is one which can be added to the con-
temporary Acts of the Holy Spirit. He came close to martyrdom—
a man on a cross, a man to be admired. Instead, Tadesse points to 
the Man on the cross—God on a cross—the Man to be worshipped. 
As a missionary to India once wrote of Jesus: “He could not die in 
a room, con�ned to four walls. He had to die under the open skies, 
with the universe looking on and the whole earth shaking in cosmic 
shudder—God dying for man.” 

We are candles. “�ou art the Sunrise!”46 

46. See S. Jones, �e Word Became Flesh (Abingdon Press, 1963), 108 and “the 
Sunrise” on p. 116.



124  Overcomers

Contend, LORD, with those who contend with me [...]
Say to me, “I am your salvation.”

(Psalm 35:1a, 3b)



[125]

Chapter 11

FACING DISINTEGRATION

My most frightening hour in 1977 came not from outward danger, 
but the inner dread that sprung to life as I listened to a hard-hitting 
young church leader within the safe walls of Bishoftu. �e mission 
had such a large sta� that bringing everybody in for a conference re-
quired three installments at the lake property, two in March, one in 
April. “God our Rock” was the theme chosen for SIM Conference. 
�e theme was suggested by the storms swirling around us. An ava-
lanche of rain inundating the over�ow tents of the third week’s meet-
ing dramatized the metaphor. 

An Ethiopian speaker had been called to our conference by Mr. 
Cumbers to tell us how things were going from the nationals’ per-
spective and to give us advice on coping with the situation. He’d 
been given free reign to speak bluntly, to face us on equal footing 
and “tell it like it is.” For months, the administration had been facing 
the kind of frustration and anger I now saw mirrored in our speak-
er, but out at our remote station, I had not seen it. I’d not realized 
the resentment and hostility lurking just beneath the surface of some 
of our expatriate–missionary relationships. Added to the heat of re-
al complaints was the incendiary fuel of the Marxist critique which 
an Ethiopian university graduate was bound to have tasted, even if 
ultimately to have rejected. Furthermore, his grievances against the 
mission were independent of Marxism-Leninism. His main com-
plaint was simply aggravated by the threat of missionary departure: 
“We’re not prepared for this, because you’ve not prepared us. You’ve 
not trained leaders as you should,” he accused.

A university graduate himself, he resented the lack of attention to 
high-level leadership training, training which the Lutherans had em-
phasized more. It was no time to plead their more ample funding, or 
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our mission’s educational investment in lower level grass roots train-
ing which had bene�ted thousands. It was no time to point out dis-
couragement from the high percentage of those sent to study abroad 
who did not return. Sensing the depth of the speaker’s emotion, my 
heart froze within me. Except for the mysterious unity of the Body 
of Christ which God gives his people, I thought to myself, except for 
the forgiveness and forbearance only his Spirit can infuse, we were 
all wrecked—missionaries and nationals alike!

John Cumbers’ diary in those days had tallied distresses a�ecting 
the mission from every quarter: KGB-type surveillance in church ser-
vices... Ethiopia’s military government enraged over Sudan’s support 
of the Eritrean Liberation Front... Harold Bowman, an ACROSS 
missionary,47 shot and killed in Sudan... evening curfew instituted in 
Addis Ababa... after a failed coup attempt, Teferi Benti and six other 
“imperialist lackey” Derg members executed... the government pro-
posing to take the chaotic Shashamane Leprosarium o� the mission’s 
hands—for 100,000 Ethiopian Birr (the local monetary unit)... six-
ty Christian churches burned down by the Gujjis... stations caught 
in turmoil related to the Ogaden war... a �ve-day state visit from 
President Fidel Castro of Cuba... and Marxist con�scation of Radio 
Voice of the Gospel, the Lutheran station which served East Africa.48

Having three conferences demonstrated how fast things were 
moving. �e administration could hardly keep up with all that 
was happening in between. Following the week of the �rst SIM 
Conference, Kelafo station in the Ogaden went o� the air for four 
days and by the time Missionary Aviation Fellowship was able to �y 
in, the station head had nearly been killed and two single women had 
been raped by Somali soldiers. �e day the second SIM Conference 
started, out east in Gode, a beloved veteran Presbyterian missionary, 
Dr. Don McClure, was killed.49 Returning to Addis after the third 

47. ACROSS is the acrostic for the interdenominational and international con-
sortium known as the African Committee for Relief of Southern Sudan. Refugees 
from Sudan’s war and Eritrea’s crossed the borders of Ethiopia and Sudan both di-
rections, complicating issues for both countries.

48. See Cumbers (1996), Terror, 70, 86–94, 111, 118–120.
49. �e closing chapters of C. Partee, Adventure in Africa (Univ. Press of 

America, 2000), relate the McClure’s �nal days.
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SIM Conference, we learned that missionary Dr. Sam Cannata had 
been arrested.50 For nationals, the “Red Terror” was beginning, leav-
ing its hallmark on the streets at dawn: dead bodies with labels stuck 
on them, threatening passers-by with similar “elimination.”

In April, John’s diary noted western consulates were closed in 
Asmara... various “imperialist” American organizations like United 
States Information Service ordered out of Ethiopia; Reuters and the 
Washington Post expelled... Debre Berhan language school closed 
because of no incoming missionaries... Gamo Gofa mission station 
gates sealed, and missionaries forced out of Bakko, Kamba, and 
Hamer. Waka and other stations closed. Other missions, not just 
SIM, were targeted. Roman Catholics were also expelled from one 
area that spring.51 

While all this was being served up on the expatriates’ plate, those 
looking beyond the urgencies of the moment realized the strategic 
necessity to prepare the church for what was to come. Marxism-
Leninism was obviously coming into full �ower, avowedly anti-
Christian. Missionaries were forcibly losing or giving up stations and 
scattering—all harbingers of abandonment to the church. 

Two men with foresight were Paul Balisky and Howie Brant, both 
Canadians in their thirties. �ey invited two young people from each 
of the twenty-eight youth districts to a quiet consultation for a few 
days at the isolated property on Lake Langano near Shashamane. 
�e mission risked calling the meeting and Ethiopian representatives 
from around the country risked coming. But what an encouragement 
for these brothers to meet each together! Some were GBI graduates, 
including Werku from Dilla, who was taking the lead in youth work 
along with others. Of course Ato Tekle, head of the Kale Heywet 
Church, and John Cumbers from SIM came down. “Paul was the 
genius behind the Langano youth meeting,” Howie says, “and prob-
ably designed it as a Spiritual Life Conference, but I had developed 
an agenda.” Wiry, dark-haired Paul seemed to be the quiet intellec-
tual in the background, while robust, curly-locked Howie took the 
spirited speaking role. 

50. S. Cannata et al., Truth on Trial (Broadman Press, 1978) tells the story of 
Sam’s sixteen days in prison in April of 1977.

51. See Cumbers (1996), Terror, 124f.
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Howie had grown up in Ethiopia, been educated abroad, returned 
as a missionary, and in 1977 was stationed in Gurage territory. In his 
childhood, he’d seen Gedeo peasants cha�ng under serfdom, for the 
Amharas had made life di�cult for them. Communist promises to 
redistribute land sounded to them like progress. Yet Howie felt he 
must give these young people some glimpse of what to expect from 
communism. He had been studying materials from Romania and 
Cuba, Russia and China. He felt it was time for those who had been 
given the advantage of a world perspective to speak, but wariness 
kept most informed people quiet at this time of terror in the coun-
try. He launched into his agenda with a passion. “I told them the 
story of communism,” Howie recalls, “its political thrust, its theory: 
dialectical materialism, a classless society, and atheism the religion. 
I used the analogy of a bee: it attracts us with honey, but the sting is 
in the end.” He gave examples from the underground churches’ ex-
perience, using materials from Brother Andrew, Wurmbrand, Arthur 
Glasser, and the like. “It was powerful stu�. �ey left the meeting 
determined to start preparations for underground operations.”

�is conference was a turning point, perhaps a starting point, 
for the vigilance and creativity which was going to be required. “I’ll 
never forget the closing meeting,” Howie said. “It was in the main 
dining hall of the Langano Center. My text was ‘Be thou faithful 
unto death’ (Revelation 2:10). By then they all had the background 
of what I had taught throughout the time, and now at the end, the 
Spirit of the Lord was so strong that I gave no closing, invited noth-
ing. I just sat down. Ato Tekle came forth and said, ‘Now is the time 
to dedicate ourselves to the Lord.’ All went to their knees, heads on 
the ground, and prayed perhaps half an hour, dedicating their lives 
unto death. When they rose, pools of tears dotted the �oor.” 

About six weeks later, another meeting was held at the same place, 
a Spiritual Life conference for the Andinet, or General Assembly of 
the KHC. Leaders came from many areas, including Degu Deklaabo, 
a young man who would eventually have to take di�cult leadership 
in remote Gamo Gofa, to the southwest. Asfaw Demisse came, a 
man used to rough treatment of evangelicals in Bale, to the southeast.

Ato Tekle had been so deeply a�ected by the previous meeting 
that he asked Howie to present the same series of lectures. “In the 
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interim, things had been getting hot,” Howie remembers. “Tensions 
could be cut with a knife. I realized that teaching like this might even 
mean that I might have to ‘bite the bullet’ myself. I went to John 
Cumbers and asked for his advice. Should I do this? Would I get the 
mission and church in trouble? We decided to go ahead. However, 
the elders didn’t have the same receptivity as the youth. I got about 
a third of the way through the eight lectures, but the elders didn’t 
want me to talk like this. Dr. Mulatu became particularly concerned. 
Might there not be plants in the group? Worse yet, I was a foreigner. 
Kedamo, Dr. Mulatu, John Cumbers, and I went o� and consult-
ed together. I told them I’d do whatever the church wanted. It came 
out that the Derg’s Intelligence was probably aware of the meeting. 
Kedamo’s advice was sought. His feeling was that the Lord would 
teach His church; therefore it would be better to talk about biblical 
things, not directly about communism. So that’s what I did the rest 
of the time with them.”

As it happened, within a few weeks a blow-up and house arrest 
at Howie’s station led to his family’s departure from the country 
by June. Missionaries were increasingly perplexed about what their 
role should be. �ey kept getting into di�culties with authorities. 
Ethiopian friends were sometimes at risk because of fraternizing or 
cooperating with the accused “imperialists.” Are we doing more harm 
than good? some asked themselves. Much re�ection continued on 
this question. Some answered yes, and some no.

One who left (but years later returned to serve in Ethiopia) was 
Malcolm Hunter, a spirited British missionary of spontaneous and 
optimistic nature. He shared his 1977 experience as an example, he 
said, of how his own rash comments brought on trouble, how un-
wise words increased the stress of the church’s situation. 

Malcolm calls his experience of being disciplined at the hands of 
the church “a lesson in African justice.” �at scenario introduced 
other di�culties for the young optimist who from 1974–77 had 
served as District Superintendent of the stations in Gamo Gofa. 
Malcolm and Jean were �ying by Missionary Aviation Fellowship 
back and forth over those mountains, touching down at half a doz-
en stations to supervise the work and to assist national evangelists 
working far out in distant regions. Big and warm as a husky St. 
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Bernard dog, Malcolm’s expansive enthusiasm invigorated a team of 
young expatriate workers scattered out at lonely posts to which he 
�ew or trekked with boundless energy along with the toughest na-
tionals. Nevertheless, Malcolm was humbled at the hands of church 
elders in a way which a number of other missionaries also painful-
ly experienced. 

He reiterates how each time he visited the mission school at 
Chencha, he was caught in tension between two nationals, the 
school principal and a teacher he gives the pseudonym Tefa. Tefa 
became quite politicized by radio propaganda, and kept telling stu-
dents about “these capitalists, these imperialists.” He seemed some-
what irrational and unstable. Although he participated in the church, 
he was young and his behavior was incendiary among the students. 
Each time Malcolm came in, the principal would share some new 
trouble which Tefa seemed to have instigated. He tells how the mat-
ter came to a head:

I asked the elders to help Tefa and the principal make peace. �ey 
said that the next month they’d convene a proper appointment to 
deal with it. I prepared my case summarizing how bad I’d been told 
this man Tefa had been. At the hearing the elders said, “First of all, 
you must both put your heads on the �oor and admit that you have 
divided the body of Christ; you have been in dispute.” I thought, 
‘�is is a bit unfair. It’s the Headmaster’s dispute.’ “No,” they said, 
“you haven’t loved each other.” So I got down on the ground. (�ey 
checked the dust on our foreheads to see if it were done properly!) 
�en I told the story of complaints the headmaster had given me. 
I told what I’d heard. �en Tefa gave his case: “�ese imperialists 
take our money, don’t give our children good food, not the right 
education, not enough books, dominate, don’t support the revolu-
tion, etc.” �e elders told both of us to go out to a side room and 
they’d discuss the case. We two spent an uncomfortable forty-�ve 
minutes together. 

When we were called back in, they took my case �rst. �ey said 
I had not loved this man as Jesus would. “How can you expect us to 
listen to your teaching and preaching, if you don’t love us like Jesus 
does? He’s just a young man. He doesn’t pretend to be a Bible teacher. 
How can you say these things? You are a bad example.” �ey really 
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made it hard for me. I was feeling lower and lower, my ears were 
beaten by this same tale for an hour. �en the young man got �ve 
minutes of “You did this, this, this...” and sat down. I thought, how 
totally unfair! I was humiliated.

“Now get up and embrace each other,” they told us. I must con-
fess I was feeling anything but forgiving. I was disgusted with Tefa 
and the whole group that had put me through the mill—made 
mincemeat of me! With a rotten attitude I put my arms around 
him. �ere was nothing very godly about it at all. About 11:30 that 
night I was allowed to leave. I walked outside, and back to where 
Jean was waiting. I told her, “I don’t understand these Gamo peo-
ple. �ey’ve just pulverized me... totally humiliated me. And I was 
trying to help their school. I don’t know how I can face them after 
what they’ve done to me.” 

I was sitting there feeling thoroughly sorry for myself when in 
came dear old Ato Gembo, the �rst believer in Gamo. He was a god-
ly man, a spiritual father to me, although illiterate. Ato Gembo put 
his arm around me. “Mr. Hunter,” he said, “I’m so sorry we had to 
do that to you. I know that was so painful for you. But you agreed 
that we would deal with it and you would accept our way of dealing 
with it.” I admitted, “Yes, I did, and I have to accept it. But I don’t 
know why you did it like that.”

�en he explained why: “In our culture, when we have a case, 
when we know who is not guilty, we have to make his case seem so 
bad that he’ll have nothing to feel proud of, so that he’ll feel ashamed, 
be humbled. So we take his case �rst, the one we know is least guilty. 
�e most guilty, we take last. �e more obvious his guilt is, the less 
time we have to spend with him. �e least guilty party we have to 
work over until he feels really crushed. Now, in your way, in your 
culture, there is always a winner and loser. �ere’s no way of mak-
ing peace. One will come out justi�ed, the other angry and resent-
ful. �ere is then no way to bring reconciliation. We do it this way 
to reconcile people. Humble the least guilty at length, and the other 
who knows he’s most guilty, he takes little time.”

“�at was a wonderful lesson in African justice,” Malcolm af-
�rmed. “It did crush me. But the explanation did at least amelio-
rate my pain.” 



132  Overcomers

That was not to be Malcolm’s last struggle with authority. He even-
tually got into hot water with the government. As he was hurrying 
from Bulki Mountain to catch the plane down in the valley, he threw 
a starter motor that needed repair in an old sack. At the airport, au-
thorities searched his gear and saw the motor, but more importantly, 
saw a civet cat skin that Malcolm hadn’t noticed was in the bag. “Oh, 
this is serious! You’re running wild animal skins,” the authorities ac-
cused. Malcolm insisted he had no idea it was there. “�is is a seri-
ous o�ense. You must go to police station.” He missed his �ight and 
was told he couldn’t leave the area unless someone would “go wass” 
(security bond) for him. A Wolaittan friend was running a clinic at 
the airstrip town. Not without danger to himself, Ato Waja Kabeto 
kindly agreed to go wass until Malcolm returned the next month. 

On Malcolm’s return, they faced him with a more serious accu-
sation. “Mr. Hunter, come straight to the police station, there’s a 
serious charge against you. �e last time you were here you were 
talking with some people in a tea shop and they accused you of op-
posing the Revolution.” To his horror he remembered talking with 
two young fellows who were reading Mao’s little red book. He’d fa-
cetiously asked, “Reading the New Testament?”—a similar appear-
ing booklet. “Not the New Testament, but thoughts of Chairman 
Mao!” the two answered. “�at’s �ne,” Malcolm remarked. “I’m sure 
Chairman Mao has some splendid thoughts. But he’s only a man and 
he’ll soon be dead and forgotten.”

“You are accused of opposing the Revolution! By Ethiopian law, 
the hig (rule) accuses you. We could shoot you. We’re going to put 
you into prison, unless you can get Waja to go wass for you again.” 
Malcolm realized this was getting too political to drag Ato Waja into 
a second time. A friendly o�cial who tried to intercede became im-
plicated in the delicate situation. Later, a letter came to Addis Ababa 
revealing the fact that the interceding man had been threatened with 
execution and that Malcolm was about to be charged with being a 
CIA agent. In the end, return to Gamo Gofa threatened to become 
very complicated. 

�ere were other incidents that in�uenced Malcolm’s evalua-
tion of his position, including additional accusations invented by 
Chencha cadres, and physical threat to his wife and child while he 
was away. Malcolm said they realized things were breaking up, and 
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he felt people like himself were becoming a problem to the church. 
He reasoned that the trouble he’d caused had to be factored into 
the situation. He felt the government took his blunders out on the 
church after he left Gamo Gofa. 

Like many who loved and served Ethiopia, the Hunters reluctant-
ly left the country. As missionaries struggled with what to do, some 
became convinced that retaliation against the church because of their 
presence should be minimized, by removing themselves. Some dis-
agreed, seeing their presence as a positive support, and stayed on. 
Both decisions were di�cult to live out. 

Withdrawal of missionary support services became another fac-
tor in the disintegration in process. In the spring of 1977, Good 
Shepherd Academy was con�scated, posing a major problem for 
families with high schoolers. Where could they enroll in an English 
speaking institution for the next school year? Kenya seemed to be 
the alternative, a whole country away from home. 

Another problem which loomed large was transportation. 
Missionary Aviation Fellowship (MAF) was depended upon to get 
into remote areas beyond the airports of the Ethiopian Airlines. 
Stations three-day’s hard trek apart could be reached in twenty min-
utes by plane, and an exhausting three-day car trip to the capital 
could be reduced to hours. MAF’s services were a key factor in the 
whole system which had developed, as exempli�ed by Malcolm’s as-
signment to cover a whole province characterized by rugged moun-
tains and malarial valleys, few roads and a maze of foot-tracks across 
bushlands. 

�e government stepped up di�culties for MAF: �ight permis-
sion blockages, cargo searches, riots on air�elds, and threat of �eet 
con�scation. Often missionaries were denied permission to �y in-
to the interior and many were leaving their down-country stations, 
so the demand for �ight services was diminishing. Expecting their 
planes to be seized soon, MAF �nally made the decision to leave 
Ethiopia in May. “Each station will be given just one opportunity 
to evacuate,” they reluctantly told us. “Take it, for there will be no 
more �ights. You’ll be on your own from then on.” Every station 
lived out its �nal chapter, documented by accounts collected lat-
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er.52 Each situation was unique, experienced by a handful of people 
at each location.

For us, the day remains indelible. Only a few weeks before, 
Malcolm had settled us into Bulki, where Charles and Ann 
Donaldson, an Australian nurse, were to do mobile medical work 
by air. We called the place “Eagle’s Nest,” for it was perched on top 
of a mountain cli� at 9,000 feet, overlooking ranges in every di-
rection, their peaks sometimes lost in clouds which �owed silently 
across valleys hidden far below. We’ll never forget a moment when 
we �rst arrived. We walked into the empty house and surveyed the 
breath-taking mountain ranges beyond the dining room window. 

It took three or four hours to make the mule trip to the base of 
the mountain, where Ethiopian Airlines landed spasmodically in 
those days. MAF frequently �ew in supplies or transported Ethiopian 
evangelists, landing on our dog-leg airstrip, downhill coming in; up 
and over the cli� to get airborne, going out. MAF pilots were skilled 
at landing on dangerous strips, navigating through spectacular land 
forms, and �ghting rains, fog, and down drafts among these wild 
peaks.

For days, our 7 AM radio check with Headquarters had me glued 
to the set, straining to catch from each location’s veiled reports what 
was discernible over the static. Many were experiencing threats and 
riots around their station. We’d been told con�dentially that MAF 
had decided to pull out of Ethiopia, and that we must be ready to 
leave on sudden notice when their one evacuation �ight was o�ered 
to each station. My heart froze when our location’s name and date 
was announced. We frantically scrambled to gather extra medicines 
for patients, prepared workers’ last wages to be left behind, and �lled 
boxes of supplies (precious Bibles, vernacular hymn books, a mim-
eograph machine, teaching supplies, etc.) to be taken under cover 
of night for distribution to various churches. I grieved that the four 
hundred Gideon New Testaments, so long blocked at the seaport, 
now would never be �own into this isolated outpost. 

52. Australian missionary Alan Neal collected many of these later. Numerous 
accounts can be found in Cumbers (1996), Terror.
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We packed a few suitcases according to speci�cations for the small 
load which the prop plane allowed. We needed to appear to be leav-
ing on a round trip, to avoid a riot. �at meant virtually everything 
which had built up over twenty years at that station had to be left 
behind. I tucked in a hand-painted china cup in which ladies before 
me must have served hundreds of cups of tea, Charles took a favor-
ite book of spiritual verse left on a shelf by the Stinsons, Canadian 
missionaries. Good-byes dared not be said. �e saddest hours of that 
night came as a result of an Headquarters’ directive, designed to pro-
tect nationals from being implicated: “Burn the station records.” As 
page after page of names of patients, students, and church members 
went up in �ames in our living room �replace, we wept. We wept 
over separation, over evil, over what our national friends would be 
facing, and over the lives poured out serving these beloved people by 
missionaries who had been stationed over the years at Bulki. 

In the dawn, Charles went to the highest point above the house 
to pray. I gathered our luggage and left one empty cardboard box 
for the radio—to be dismantled after we heard the plane. Police al-
ways searched us at the air�eld in those days, and detection of the 
radio was my greatest fear, a sure give-away of evacuation. As the lit-
tle bird was honing in, we walked to the strip, praying for calmness. 
�e familiar drone drew neighbors out of grass huts and from their 
�elds to surround the plane. Out jumped the pilot. What would he 
announce with cheerful British accent, but that the motor was over-
heated and would require a twenty minute soak in a bucket of wa-
ter! Would someone fetch water from a stream? As Ann and I waited 
tensely, Charles talked playfully with the children, almost enjoying 
the situation, it seemed to me. �e pilot unloaded some boxes, prob-
ably the next six months’ groceries we’ve ordered, I thought. Armed 
police soon arrived to inspect our luggage. Don’t let them open the 
radio box, I prayed. To my astonishment, my dear doctor led the 
police chief to start the investigation at the very box containing the 
radio. It’s all over, I thought. 

�e policemen looked inside the radio box... gave no reaction, 
and moved on to the next. I asked myself, Is he blind? Or did angels 
hide the evidence? Stunned, I watched the inspection continue... no 
accusations, no discovery, amazing.
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After the three of us were loaded into the plane, I breathed a sigh 
of relief, thinking we were almost away. �e pilot turned and con�d-
ed what was in the boxes he’d unloaded: the Gideon New Testaments! 
I nearly screamed as Charles crawled out of the plane and quietly 
directed some believers in the crowd to deliver the precious cargo 
to the church elders. �en, to my amazement again, he pulled two 
Testaments out of one of the boxes and risked handing the forbid-
den book to the policemen. While they were examining them, the 
motor roared and we were o�. 

Gideon testaments come in many colors. �ese happened to be 
red—just the size and shape of Chairman Mao’s little red book! My 
fear versus Charles’ trust... Mao’s hate versus Christ’s love, I mused. 
I left better knowing Who would eventually win the battle raging 
over Ethiopia, “the battle of the red books.”

�e LORD is my rock, my fortress and my deliverer;  
my God is my rock, in whom I take refuge, 
my shield and the horn of my salvation. 
He is my stronghold, my refuge and my savior— 
from violent men you save me.

(2 Samuel 22:2–3)
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Chapter 12

FACING THE RED TERROR

Most people who were in Ethiopia in 1977 remember where they 
were on May Day. My husband happened to be escorting our teen-
age son, Tim, back to school in the capital from our remote station 
on a public bus. It was only a few weeks before our surprise evacua-
tion. Such a trip is always memorable for foreigners. Charles and Tim 
were a curiosity, jammed in with an overload of passengers jabbering 
in their local dialects, traveling the long hours from Jimma to Addis 
Ababa. Boxes, hides, cooped chickens and the like, stacked atop the 
bus, added a precarious tilt to the grinding vehicle as the driver—
often jockeying with other vehicles for the lead—navigated valley 
stretches and hairpin curves at dangerous speeds. To the collection 
of animal, food, and diesel smells was added an assault to the ear—
a loudspeaker screaming out whatever the radio was broadcasting. 

By nature, Charles enjoys what C. S. Lewis called “the quiddity” 
of things. He has an unassuming, playful streak which usually wins 
him acceptance from children and adults in almost any setting, so he 
and Tim were happily chatting with fellow passengers as they rode 
along. Suddenly the crowd came to attention as the radio’s mar-
tial music ceased and an authoritative voice spat out a harsh-toned 
message. �e Amharic was delivered too fast for Charles to deci-
pher. �e father and son noted a swift chill in the atmosphere of the 
crowd, accompanied by cold stares, questioning eyebrows, and dark-
ened pupils in the eyes of some of the men seated closest to the two. 
Murmurs of “Mengistu” helped Charles realize that Col. Mengistu 
Haile Mariam must be making a political speech. Mengistu’s raging 
voice built up to a climax using the word dem (“blood”) over and 
over again, punctuated by an echoed roar from what sounded like 
a mighty crowd. 



138  Overcomers

It was a mercy that the two didn’t know what they were hearing un-
til they’d left their hostile co-travelers at the teeming Addis Ababa 
bus station and got back to the SIM compound. 

In communist countries, May Day is no pastel springtime festival, 
it is a demonstration day for Laborers, and brings to mind the bloody 
birth of Russia’s 1917 Revolution. �e Party Chairman’s speech to 
the cadence of dem was actually shouting “blood to the foreigners! 
Blood to the capitalists! Blood to the imperialists!” Each chant was 
accompanied by shattering a bottle of blood on the pavement be-
neath the reviewing stand, before thousands of Ethiopians who were 
gathered at the capital’s Red Square parading ground. Some thought 
back to the square’s original name—Meskel Square (“Square of the 
Cross”)—and Jesus’ blood which was voluntarily shed for commu-
nist and capitalist alike.

Starting in late 1976 on into 1978, blood spread its hue over the 
country, by means of butchery known as the “Red Terror.” �e causes 
for the undulating tides of killing, terror, resistance, and silencing, 
are too complicated for outsiders to fully grasp and are beyond this 
author’s quali�cations to presume to interpret. Most foreigners on-
ly saw fragments of the unbelievable carnage as they spotted bod-
ies sprawled on the streets at dawn, often labeled with warnings de-
signed to intimidate people passing by. Driving, or worse, walking 
through the city could be a terrible experience. People stayed o� the 
streets and waited in terror night by night for the crash of an assault 
upon their own home.

Students who had in 1974 led the way for the Revolution now 
raised their voices, only to be struck down. Relatives were required to 
pay for the bullets used in the young person’s execution before they 
could carry away the corpse of their son and daughter for burial. �e 
army had supplied the force which made the Revolution possible and 
had systematically disarmed the people before they knew what was 
happening. One type of resistance did �nally emerge, in the form 
of the terrifying Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Party (EPRP). In 
his book Cry Ethiopia, British missionary Peter Cotterell, who was 
on the scene, wrote of the Red and White Terror:

�e EPRP chose terror to oppose terror: they called their version the 
White Terror, and they launched it in September 1976. Now Marxist 
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murdered Marxist with a barbaric enthusiasm that friends of Ethiopia 
could scarcely believe existed. In four months came the army’s response: 
Comrade Chairman Mengistu called for Red Terror, the ‘Kay Shibbir’, 
to counter the White Terror. �e army was by now living in fear of the 
nightly murders, and with the encouragement they now had to meet 
violence with violence they abandoned all restraint. A new May Day 
protest was being planned by the students: �ve hundred of them were 
gunned down in a single day.53 

Dr. Cotterell goes on to describe the growing terror from a third 
source, the kebeles, or communes, organized in all urban and rural 
districts.54 �ey scrutinized everyone in their commune and held 
nightly interrogations of those who had been accused as “counter 
revolutionary.” By morning, people were often executed by the ke-
bele with no legal representation and no appeal allowed. 

“Piano wire” strangling was one of the feared techniques. “Double 
torture” was a further technique that seared the mind and heart. 
It forced one prisoner to in�ict the prescribed torture on a fellow 
victim.

By the middle of 1978, this sickening horror subsided. Con ser-
vative estimates placed the death toll as a result of the Red Terror 
and of deaths in prisons and kebele jails at about 30,000.55 Ethiopian 
sources opposed to the military regime reported 2,000 students and 
teachers killed by security forces in a pre May Day 1978 massacre 
in Addis Ababa. Of course, this did not count deaths on the battle-
�elds of the Ethio–Somali War (1977–78) or the ongoing Eritrean 
struggle. Up in Eritrea, people were doubly threatened, �rst by the 
Ethiopian army, and secondly by the struggle for supremacy between 
Eritrea’s own liberation fronts, the ELF and the EPLF.56 �ere, too, 
revolutionaries were killing revolutionaries. Marxism-Leninism man-
dates killing.

Although the bloody intensity did die down somewhat in Addis 
Ababa in late 1978, the precedent had been set. Kebeles in various 

53. Cotterell (1988), Ethiopia, 114.
54. Cotterell (1988), Ethiopia, 115.
55. Cumbers (1996), Terror, 111.
56. �e ELF (Eritrean Liberation Front) arose in the 1960s. �e EPLF (Eritrean 

People’s Liberation Front) emerged in the 70s. �e latter won out in the 80s.
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provinces spasmodically took advantage of local people, using similar 
patterns of intimidation, imprisonment, torture, and death. Powerful 
men like Ali Musa used their leadership to in�ict su�ering broadly. 
In other cases, little village moguls served the �endish spirit in ways 
un�tting for humans. At Wendo Genet in Sidamo territory Christian 
teenagers were made sport of by cadres who engineered ultimate hu-
miliation for a young person. �e cadres would block the believers 
from leaving the school even to relieve themselves. Children of Ato 
Mamo Belete, a Christian pharmacist, and �fty-two other youth were 
con�ned to one room for a day without food and told, “As soon as 
you testify you have given up this false religion, we’ll let you out-
side.” �e intestinal desperation many boys and girls felt made some 
capitulate: after they registered their names with shame, they were 
released. �e rest were kept in that room all night. In the morning 
they were driven outside and beaten. �e whipping caused them to 
lose control of their balance and bodies—while on-lookers jeered. 
An evil genius seemed to be orchestrating a cacophony over the land, 
using the depravity of man for all it was worth.

Addis Ababa newspapers blatantly reported arrests and executions 
around the country, justifying them in clipped terms straight out of 
Marxist-Leninist propaganda manuals, using awkward terminology 
unknown to Ethiopia before. We could not help seeing blatant for-
eign derivation in the translation of “broad masses” in Amharic, ren-
dered se� hizb, literally “wide people.”

Messages quietly came into Ato Tekle’s KHC o�ce, or to SIM 
through missionaries, that people down-country were su�ering in-
cidents every day. Burials had to be attended, prisons had to be vis-
ited, government o�ces had to be approached to plead for justice, 
nearly always to no avail. Leadership slogged out hour after hour lis-
tening to complaints, going to frustrating hearings, and answering 
charges in courtrooms. John Cumbers’ heart condition gave threat-
ening signals. 

Across from headquarters, the Black Lion Hospital was over�ow-
ing with war casualties, along with civilian patients. Hussein Yusef 
and Belaynesh Dindamo had married after Grace Bible Institute 
closed, and were living on the Mission Headquarters compound 
right across from the hospital. Belaynesh felt a burden to reach out 
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with hope to su�ering people. She undertook a dangerous minis-
try, carrying scripture portions into the hospital to give to patients. 
Often she was followed around the hospital. One day a cadre accost-
ed her. Why was she here? Did she have permission? Was she CIA? 
Who paid her? “No one pays me,” she answered kindly. “�e word 
of God says to tell those who aren’t in Jesus. He is the only way to 
�nd hope.” �e young cadre slapped her. “Why do you come to the 
hospital, bring that bad Bible, teaching people not to �ght?” A re-
al disturbance was developing on the ward, because patients com-
plained when police forcibly took their gift New Testaments from 
them. A cadre got out a match, and ordered Belaynesh to light a 
Testament by her own hand. “You know, it is coming into Ethiopia 
legally,” she reasoned with them. “Many others want these books. 
Why burn it? If you burn it, there are many Bibles in many places. 
�e Lord doesn’t allow His word to be stopped.” �ey slapped her 
repeatedly during a long afternoon of harangue. At sunset they told 
her they were taking her to prison, where she would be killed. She 
begged to inform her family. 

A  shoe repair man on the street between the hospital and 
Headquarters saw them hustling her into a vehicle and took a 

BELAYNESH DINDAMO AND HUSSEIN YUSEF (ADDIS ABABA, 1995)
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message to Hussein. He called people to pray. When the cadres 
marched Belaynesh into the kebele headquarters, the authority there 
disappointed them when he accepted Belaynesh’s explanation that 
she was not selling but giving these New Testaments out. He agreed 
that her act was not a crime, and infuriated the cadres. Hussein and 
a few others came, and Belaynesh was allowed to retrieve her pre-
cious identity card and go back to her children. 

The location of the mission compound across from the hospi-
tal made it a plum for the Ministry of Health to con�scate. �ey 
threatened to take it a number of times. One day when government 
o�cials came to examine it to take it over, the o�cial had a deputy 
with him who knew Ato Lakew Tesemma, for Lakew visited many 
government o�ces in his line of duty. “What does ‘IEC’ mean?” the 
o�cial whispered to the deputy to ask Lakew. Lakew explained to 
the deputy that IEC referred to an international group... “and they 
hardly have room for Ethiopians in their gatherings.”57 �e two gov-
ernment men whispered to each other, “�en how can we take over 
this place?” and left. Ato Lakew rejoiced that he was used to keep 
SIM from losing the property. 

In those days, Ethiopians were bonding together through a net-
work of prayer raised for each other in each person’s hour of need. 
Ato Lakew and others developed a system of alerting by telephone. 
Knowing that lines were tapped, and having chosen a scripture which 
indicated the situation, they would call the �rst person in a chain 
and simply say, for instance, “Regarding Mamo, Psalm 70:1–2” or 
“Tegayne, Psalm 41:9,” “Ababa facing Jeremiah 22:12,” or the like. 
�e �rst one called would know or look up the scripture, and then 
pass on the alert in this brief, veiled way. Over and over, God pro-
tected. �ey were learning to use tools for survival. However, survival 
was not their primary goal. Rather, it was to complete their course, 
to the glory of God. 

Out at Bishoftu, a conference was organized which was later re-
membered as “the Crown conference.” It was one of the last open 
meetings allowed. Alemu Beeftu (Negussie and John Coleman’s 

57. IEC were the initials of the little chapel within the compound—meaning 
“International Evangelical Church.”
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schooldays friend) who became such a gifted graduate of Grace Bible 
Institute, was by then working with a church in Addis Ababa. Alemu 
gave a challenge to the believers as they were gathered by the ancient 
crater lake: “Hold onto your crown!”—an admonition from Christ’s 
messages to the churches in Revelation. “Be faithful even to the point 
of death, and I will give you the crown of life,” Christ had promised. 
Along with Alemu, a gifted apologist named Solomon Abate spoke, 
a man we were later to meet. �ese men, Pastor Kedamo and oth-
ers, labored diligently for God’s glory, that their generation of believ-
ers would keep their eyes on their eternal expectation of their Lord: 
“I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will 
take your crown.”58 

In the capital, many diplomats were expelled. Foreign business 
people were being harassed, accused, and brought to trial. �e hun-
dreds of expatriate missionaries who had been forced o� their sta-
tions found themselves stuck in Addis Ababa with no permission to 
travel down-country, their stations closed and con�scated. Often a 
high price was extorted for the government’s taking over an insti-
tution. Frequently the school or hospital seemed to have been ma-
nipulated into chaos, through propagandized breakdown of work-
er cooperation, in order to force expatriate leadership to beg for the 
institution to be transferred from mission control. Exit visas for the 
persons involved were denied, unless the huge amounts for “trans-
fer” were paid. While this action was hard for the owner not to con-
sider to be robbery plus extortion, it was true that the government 
had no provision for these institutions yet, and the national budget 
was assigned overwhelmingly to war.

Our family was among those marooned in the capital when we 
were deposited in Addis after evacuation from “Eagle’s Nest.” Charles 
found that no medical posts were left to the mission. Still, we hoped 
to serve somewhere, so we agreed to become house parents to the 
“Community Development House” young people at an Addis site 
which had been a co�ee-company owner’s compound. Since 1974, 
it had been used as a Rest and Rehabilitation base for community 

58. See Revelation 3:11, the reigning Lord Jesus’ admonition to the seven 
churches.
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development workers during the famine. Our sixteen and thirteen 
year old sons were on school break. Tim’s school had already been 
con�scated and Nat’s was at risk. �ey appreciated being close to 
their parents during the Red Terror, and enjoyed getting to know 
the twenty-some Ethiopian and expatriate young people living there. 

�e Community Development workers lived in the big house 
on the compound, and we in the little house across the courtyard 
from it. Tim and Nat slept in an enclosed side porch, Charles and 
I in the one bedroom. Most nights, shots rang out from the com-
pounds surrounding ours, making us repeatedly aware of yet more 
murders. One night the window against which Tim and Nat’s dou-
ble-deck bunk stood was suddenly shattered in the darkness. Glass 
sprayed over them in their beds. When the compound guard came 
running, we were relieved when the intruder turned out to be a thief 
rather than cadres.59 

Although crossing the city held dangers, a group of expatriate 
and Ethiopian Christian women continued to meet together in var-
ious homes on Friday mornings to study the Scriptures and pray. 
�eir story presents one little microcosm which exempli�es what 
was happening over the capital.

�e day I �rst attended, the aroma of co�ee beckoned us to a buf-
fet breakfast amid a babel of voices with various accents—Dutch, 
Irish, Ethiopian, Yankee, and even a drawl from the deep South. 
Having just come from our remote station where our nearest mis-
sionaries were three days’ walk away, I was overwhelmed, yet delight-
ed by this ground-swell of possible relationships. 

�e hostess, who had been a Miss America contestant a few years 
before, greeted us with practiced grace, concealing the strains under 
which, I later learned, she lived. Di�cult circumstances in her life 
since bearing a handicapped child had led to her coming to know 
the Lord Jesus. Susan’s voice caught as she presented a traditional 
brass cross to a striking woman in white pant suit sitting on a low 
hassock, the one she looked to as her spiritual mother. I learned that 
these crosses symbolized to the group a long procession of good-byes. 

59. Tim Bascom’s Running to the Fire (University of Iowa Press, 2015), 202–204 
relates the story as experienced by a sixteen year old.
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Over recent tense months, the group had been cut in half. And now 
this diplomat’s wife in white, who had led their Bible studies, was 
herself bidding them good-bye. 

Her last lesson was on Ephesians chapter �ve, on the fruits of the 
Spirit. I made it through the study feeling fairly normal, somehow 
imagining that my emotional fragility experienced in the down-
country strain had been left behind. It was the prayer time at the end 
of the meeting that shattered me. A transparency unique to prayer 
occurred as each woman spoke of her concerns to the Father, in their 
various accents of English. I was unprepared for the soft voice from 
the corner of the room whispering, Amlakachin hoy... (“Oh, our 
God...”) in Amharic. �is woman’s adoration hurled me back to a 
hundred such moments in grass houses, mud churches, or our own 
living room. Tears streamed down my face as I was overwhelmed by 
thankfulness and praise for the experience of knowing and loving 
these Ethiopian Christians who had taught me so much about our 
Lord. At times I’d thought I would be glad, relieved, to be out of the 
country, but at that moment I realized I would always long for these 
people, this country, wherever I might be. 

�e prayer time over, I scanned the group for the lady who had 
prayed in the Ethiopian tongue. �ere she sat in traditional white 
dress, upswept black hair, and above her high cheekbones, dark eyes 
I shall never forget—serene pools of sadness, framed in a soft, gentle 
smile. “Gentleness” was what she epitomized to me from the “fruits 
of the spirit.” I  learned that her husband had been in prison for 
months. In the meetings, she was so shy that she usually whispered 
her requests to a foreigner to voice to the group. Only in the quiet-
ness of prayer did she dare to speak out, not to us, but to her Father.

In June, I was asked to lead a study on some short book. With 
su�ering all around us, 1 Peter seemed an appropriate choice. Yet 
the thought kept returning, Not 1 Peter yet, �rst concentrate on joy: 
Philippians. I suppose I was in�uenced by a principle I’d heard from 
Corrie Ten Boom, who lived through Nazi prison camps. “How do 
you live in di�cult times?” she was asked in an interview. To answer 
the question she employed the example of an old gentleman who 
couldn’t bear to read sad stories. When he read a book, he always 
jumped to the last chapter �rst, to see if he could stand reading it. 
“�at is what we must do in the Last Days” she mused. “We read 
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the last chapter of Revelation �rst, and then from that position of 
victory, we have the joy to live through the race that is set before us.” 

�e theme of Philippians is usually summarized as “joy.” As 
I pored over the book in the early morning hours, its central char-
acter, the Lord Jesus Christ, renewed and strengthened me, devel-
oping more of the joy Paul spoke of some �fteen times in the four 
short chapters. �is prison epistle was a practical one for our group, 
every woman of whom was identifying with some friend, neighbor, 
or family member in prison. One Ethiopian member had spent a 
month there herself. As we identi�ed with Paul’s experience, we were 
exposed to attitudes God was giving him, and were helped to “count 
everything as loss, for the surpassing worth of knowing Him.”

As the weeks stretched on, we shared burdens and saw God an-
swer prayer. �e husband of “Gentleness” was released. But another 
lady continued to slip out mid-meeting each Friday to stand in the 
queue outside the prison in the long line of women who hoped their 
men were still alive to receive the daily parcel of food upon which 
prisoners depended. We ached with her over her teenagers, now “re-
educated” to despise their father. �e youngest, a thin, distracted 
boy, seemed unable to get a hold on schoolwork after their family’s 
frightening month in prison. We prayed. Answers came. New prob-
lems emerged. For some, release did not come. But there were sis-
ters who cared.

As August came and more were leaving, we risked having a night 
together with our husbands coming too. A handsome Ethiopian mil-
itary o�cer and his European �ancée who was visiting his country 
added a mysterious air of romance to the evening. What an assort-
ment of nations and stations was represented! After a multi-cultural 
bu�et, a rather impromptu program was emceed by “Miss America” 
with charm and humor. My good-natured husband risked start-
ing things o� with an old 1950-vintage melodrama, acting parts by 
changing hats and voices alternately to play all three characters: mean 
“Scarface the Villain,” stalwart “Handsome Harry,” and coquettish 
“Little Nell the Miller’s Daughter,” the heroine at risk. �e audience 
cheered or booed the protagonists and oohed with Little Nell. A few 
lines in the script always caused me to color, but the woman whose 
husband was still in prison laughed till she cried, and whispered to 
me, “You know, once in a while, we need to forget everything.”
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With inhibitions considerably reduced, the sharing of readings 
and music from various cultures continued until late, for no one 
wanted it to end or to risk emerging onto the streets of the city after 
curfew hour. Reluctantly, some practical folk began to rise. It was the 
elderly Egyptian couple that brought us to the sharp realization that 
this moment was truly “good-bye” for some. �e Khalils’ construc-
tion business had been con�scated. Mr. Khalil insisted his wife must 
leave the country while she still could, and wait outside for him to 
somehow follow. �ey’d been inseparable and scarcely anyone there 
had failed to feast at the huge oval table in their home. It had been 
thrown open to weary missionaries and lonely expatriates from all 
over the world. �e stout pair made their way tearfully around the 
room. None of us could have imagined how God would answer our 
prayers for his deliverance from the clever accusations and harrow-
ing court cases designed for the bourgeoisie. His miraculous release 
came two weeks after her escape. It did not even require an exit visa. 
His heart simply stopped, right in Addis Ababa. �ey’d be reunited 
in heaven, not Egypt.

One friday morning a missionary just in from her station brought 
a story from down-country. �eresia Fellows had lived nearly thir-
ty years of her life in situations similar to where I �rst met her on a 
lonely mountain top, treating eye diseases in the shade of a huge tree 
which the local people had previously worshipped. She’d washed di-
apers by hand, made do with little, and treated the sick, being the 
woman behind her man. Her husband, Alex, was a rugged Australian 
pioneer blessed with a quiet little wife who controlled her own long-
ings in order to be his helpmate. A harrowing evacuation had deliv-
ered them into the city, the last place the Fellows would have chosen 
to live. She passed on to the gathered women one of the countless un-
written stories emerging out of “the Acts of the Spirit” in those days: 

At a grass church with a congregation made up of largely �rst and sec-
ond generation Christians, a uniformed stranger arrived during a ser-
vice. �e congregation wondered, was it to forcibly conscript their young 
men for the wars in Eritrea or the Ogaden? Hundreds of southerners 
were being trucked to the capital, brie�y trained to carry a gun, and sent 
to one of the fronts. 



148  Overcomers

�e defenseless peasants sat apprehensively in the church that day as the 
o�cer stepped to the front and blurted out, “Who in this room believes 
in the ‘God’ business?” Perhaps half the hands went up slowly in the 
silence. “�e rest of you, leave!” he commanded. �ose gone, another 
gru� question dared the remnant. “And who here believes in this ‘Jesus 
Christ’ stu�?” Silence. A few hands went up. “�e rest of you are dis-
missed,” he barked. When the last �led out, he ordered the door shut. 
With atheism being one of the articles of the Revolution, the little �ock 
waited for their sentence.
With deep emotion, he spoke: “I, too, am a Christian.” 
Comforting them like a father, the o�cer encouraged and strengthened 
those remaining inside with the word of God. Finally, those who had 
waited outside were called back. “I am ashamed of you,” he chided qui-
etly, and proceeded to admonish them to stand �rm in such days, for 
their common Lord. 

My mind turned back to the account in Acts of Paul and the prison 
guard in Philippi. I surmised that the Ethiopian o�cer was risking 
the possibility of his own execution. I wondered if he felt like Paul 
when the Apostle wrote to the Philippians—“my joy and crown” 
(chapter 4:1)—of his impending death as an act of worship. Paul 
put it in the context of the Temple sacri�ces. “But even if I am be-
ing poured out like a drink o�ering on the sacri�ce and service com-
ing from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you. So you 
too should be glad and rejoice with me” (chapter 2:17–18). Joy, 
even in death. 

My son, if sinners entice you, do not give in to them. 
If they say, “Come along with us;  
let’s lie in wait for someone’s blood,  
let’s waylay some harmless soul;  
let’s swallow them alive, like the grave, 
and whole, like those who go down to the pit;  
we will get all sorts of valuable things  
and �ll our houses with plunder; 
throw in your lot with us, and we will share a common purse”— 
my son, do not go along with them, do not set foot on their paths, 
for their feet rush into sin, they are swift to shed blood. 

(Proverbs 1:10–16)
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Chapter 13

FACING MARXISM

That night when Sahle Tilahun stole into our Community De ve-
lopment compound as unnoticed as he could, he was on his way 
back to his wife, Aberash Takele, and his little ones. His light knock 
on our cottage door might have seemed like a replay of his visits as 
a high schooler when we were in language school over a decade be-
fore. But by now, Sahle was a family man and principal of a school 
in the Debre Zeit area. Charles had last seen Sahle a few months be-
fore, sharing that two-day escapade driving the faulty Land Rover 
from Chencha to Addis Ababa. 

�at was in February. By June, lightheartedness was forgotten, 
and a sober man stood at our door. �e pressures of the new polit-
ical climate were being forced upon teachers in a speci�c way, for 
they were expected to re-educate youth in accordance with Marxist-
Leninist theory. Teachers received systematic lectures in dialecti-
cal materialism and were tested for compliance.60 If hesitancy was 
shown, as had been the case with Sahle, the teacher was sent o� to 
an intense re-education course. For Sahle it meant twenty days of 
brainwashing in Harar. 

Unlike the usual Sahle, he left his co�ee untouched and kept 
watching the door. He had always been a tender soul. His great dark 
eyes were wide and troubled as he whispered what they’d taught 
him—that his wife’s love was purely a physical thing, nothing “spir-
itual” to stay “faithful” to. Men evolved from monkeys, they told 
them. �e origin of matter was chance and necessity. “Must I be-
lieve in chance and not in God?” he had asked them. “Sahle needs 

60. Dialectical materialism is the Marxian theory that maintains the material 
basis of reality, which is constantly changing in a dialectical process, a process which 
develops through the stages of thesis, antithesis and synthesis.
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another course,” they responded. All day they had to sit and listen to 
these propositions that nothing was really real except what was per-
ceived through the �ve senses. �at there was no creator, no judg-
ment, no heaven or hell, no life after death, no reality outside what 
could be touched, tasted, heard, seen, and smelled. Sahle hesitated, 
challenged by theories he did not know how to refute, theories for-
eign to Ethiopian culture, theories insisted upon by people who held 
a gun in your face. 

Men weren’t the only ones tested in such ways. His beloved, grace-
ful little Aberash was sent to Hawassa for re-education too. She was 
required to fokere, that is, to shout communist slogans—like “Down 
with the imperialists!” or “Down with God!”—while raising the left 
�st.61 Aberash wouldn’t comply, for she saw it as a form of cursing. 
�erefore she and one other stood alone in a gathering of 1,000, 
faced with public denouncement: “You are enemies. Down! Down 
with you!” 

What was Sahle going to do? In all good conscience, he could 
not preach—were they not theological teachings?—these ideas to 
children who trusted their teachers and were at their mercy. What 
did Charles and I think? What did we know about such ideas? How 
could we help him, or fellow teachers like him? Even if we could 
help him think it all through, what was he going to do when he went 
back to Debre Zeit, back to surveillance by local authorities who 
would monitor his o�ce and classrooms? What would happen to 
his children, if he and Aberash didn’t act the part? He felt trapped. 
We talked, we prayed, we hugged him good-bye. He slipped out in-
to the darkness.

Sahle had come to trust us over years of friendship, unlike our 
new Ethiopian friends to whom we’d so recently become house par-
ents. �ese Community Development (CD) young people all spoke 
English and we had much in common, but they wondered whether 
they could trust us. �ey were bright-minded and well trained as en-
gineers, accountants, mechanics, and secretaries, many of them col-
lege graduates and from various ethnic roots. Could they trust each 
other? Gebre, part Eritrean, had disappeared from his o�ce. It was 

61. Fokere literally meant, “to boast.” �ese boasts were slogans required to be 
shouted by “the broad masses.” 
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days before they found him—alive, but locked up in prison. Who 
exposed him? Who accused him? �e CDers looked around won-
dering who would be next. 

A smart tap at our door another evening brought a man with re-
ceding hairline whom we’d never seen before. He introduced him-
self as “Solomon, an RVOG announcer.” An attractive man who 
spoke beautiful English, Solomon Abate was obviously a �ne choice 
for newscaster. It came out, however, that he felt his natural talent 
was being prostituted since RVOG (Radio Voice of the Gospel) had 
been con�scated and converted into being the country’s major voice 
for Marxist-Leninist propaganda. He was miserable to be forced to 
read out news releases smartly stating “facts” he knew to be lies in 
terminology he abhorred. As we listened, we recognized he was ex-
pressing a background of reading and sophistication of understand-
ing beyond any other national who had spoken to us on the sensitive 
subject of the Revolution. Furthermore, he seemed fearless to do so. 

Solomon came again. He had been developing a series of lectures 
signi�cant for these times. Solomon had been among the speakers at 
the “Hold On to your Crown” conference at Bishoftu. Werku from 
Dilla and Ato Tesfaye from Chencha were among those who heard 
him. Many were being helped by this man. He longed to share his 
understanding with young people who were confused over the po-
litical theories they were facing. His personal library and passionate 
study showed considerable depth. We learned that at great risk he 
was giving his “Bible and Science” lectures clandestinely. He never 
mentioned political terms, but simply built a biblical base, largely 
from the Old Testament, which buttressed a rebuttal to materialism. 
We thought of these CD young people we were growing to love, and 
wondered. Should we risk a meeting? Gatherings of over �ve people 
were forbidden, but weren’t we a family living together?

While a guard was posted at the gate and the front door, one 
Sunday afternoon Solomon met with our “family” in the living room 
of the big house, the grand piano his podium. With the Bible in one 
hand and gesturing with the other, his Amharic poured out with 
precision and passion—all too quick in delivery and too advanced 
in vocabulary for us two foreigners to follow. �e students listened 
intently, asked questions, took notes, and like dry wells, drank in 
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Scriptures and their implications. Four hours later as night was fall-
ing, the group reluctantly disbanded. Many told us they had learned 
more about the philosophical battle they were engaged in that day, 
than they had thus far grasped. 

When the government raised our CD House rent to an impos-
sible �gure, the mission was forced to close it. What a strange last 
week it was. CD House employees were confused by the new gov-
ernment’s labor union rules and were terri�ed that they might lose 
their only means of livelihood. �ey fought to keep the place open. 
Our household workers impounded all the national and foreign resi-
dents’ packed-up goods behind lock and key. Yet they served us meals 
faithfully. �e cook, tearful and wordless, hugged me in the hallways. 

Being turned out was threatening for the residents, too. Young 
and educated Ethiopian youth were considered suspect and were 
fair game for imprisonment or death. After repeated exit visa rejec-
tions, one of our CD young men miraculously secured permission to 
study abroad. At a good-bye party at the Ethiopian Hotel the week 
of our closing, we were aware of two others who had con�ded that 
they too would “disappear” the same week, hoping to make it out of 
the country. Not knowing who might be a “plant” and betray them, 
they held in their secret and dared not say good-bye. Our eyes met 
over the table and locked, but our lips were sealed. 

When the cd house �nally closed, Charles, Tim, Nat and I ended 
back in one room at Headquarters, still with no medical post avail-
able. At least we had housing, but we worried about what was hap-
pening to each of our CD friends. How could we help them further? 
We realized that the battle with anti-God “principalities and powers” 
(Ephesians 6:12) is a spiritual one, so the needed weapons were also 
spiritual. �e use of such weapons are best demonstrated by people 
who have learned to use them on the �eld of battle. 

Western missionaries knew little about life under communism, 
so could only speak from research, not from personal experience. 
Besides, how could nationals trust a Westerner who had been reared 
in a capitalist framework to speak with understanding? Even if an 
experienced advisor were found, Ethiopians who got caught listen-
ing to a Westerner would be stoutly accused. Who was prepared to 
be of help?
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God apparently arranged for the Macedonian call to “come over 
and help us” (Acts 16:9) to be heard by a certain godly Chinese cou-
ple who made themselves available for His deployment. Rev. Hsueh 
Yu Kwong and his wife Lily had been doing a refresher course in All 
Nations Christian College in England, where they had met students 
from Africa who drew them to investigate the Ethiopian situation. Yu 
Kwong was not new to Christian education, for after serving in the 
Sino–Japanese War (1937–45) and later graduating from Nanking 
University, he was able to get out of China in 1950, when he was 
about thirty. He, and later his wife as well, taught in theological in-
stitutions in Hong Kong, Taiwan, Malaysia, and the Philippines. 

From outside China, the Hsuehs kept in touch with Christians 
on the mainland, some of whom were in prisons. Yu Kwong was 
deeply touched by the life and writings of Wang Ming-Dao, who 
did not register his group in the �ree-Self Movement as demanded 
by the communist government.62 Pastor Hsueh was also in�uenced 
by the writings of A. W. Tozer, and translated two of his books in-
to Chinese, Knowledge of the Holy and �e Pursuit of God. �e latter 
has been printed twelve times in Hong Kong.

�e Hsuehs had been praying about Africa. A surprise gift from 
a Christian couple in the United States made the trip �nancially 
possible. A friend wrote to Paul Balisky in Ethiopia (stationed at 
Grace Bible Institute in 1976) on behalf of Yu Kwong, introducing 
him as a Chinese Christian. “Our GBI students and sta� have been 
praying that an Asian Christian would come!” Paul replied. Pastor 
Hsueh made his reconnaissance trip into Ethiopia in 1977. On his 
arrival, the tall, reserved Asian, seemed at peace. When Paul learned 
Yu Kwong’s background, he thanked God. “You are the person we 
have been praying for!” �ey got acquainted as they drove out of 
Addis Ababa and on past Negussie’s Wolisso town and Ato Tekle’s 
Saja, down and up the other side of the Gibe River gorge, on the 
day-long trip to Jimma.

Paul canceled other GBI classes for three days, allowing the 
Chinese guest all the time possible with students. His key focus 

62. “�ree-Self ” referred to self-governing, self-supporting, self-propagating—
meaning free from “imperialist” ties, and “guided” by communist overseers. For a 
description of how the church in China was forced into this straightjacket of com-
munist control, see L. Lyall, Come Wind, Come Weather (Moody Press, 1960).
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during that �rst visit as taken from Matthew 19, in which John was 
the only Apostle who stayed close at the Lord’s cruci�xion. Who 
would remain, in Ethiopia? “�e time has come that if you want to 
be faithful to God,” he said, “you must pay the price.” 

When the time drew short, Paul Balisky insisted, “Your work 
here is not �nished. You must come again!” Before Yu Kwong left 
Ethiopia, Murray Coleman found discrete ways for him to speak in 
Addis Ababa to senior secondary and college students, a graduate 
fellowship, a Mekane Yesus church, and the Gideons. 

�at became the �rst of Yu Kwong’s six trips into Ethiopia. Back 
in Great Britain, Pastor Hsueh told his wife Lily they were invited 
for the next year. �ey prayed, �nished their course, and returned to 
Malaysia, where Yu Kwong founded a new Bible seminary. During 
the 1978 Christmas holidays, the Hsuehs miraculously got entry vi-
sas. Tiny but strong, Lily’s supportive presence and excellent English 
enhanced their ministry. John Cumbers drove them to Jimma, 
where students asked very sensitive questions, ones that missionar-
ies couldn’t answer. Obedience was a key issue. Fear was everywhere, 
for people were being arrested or were just disappearing. His answer 
was simple, but costly: “Fear God, fear no man.” 

HSUEH YU KWONG, KAY BASCOM, AND PASTOR KEDAMO (ADDIS ABABA, 1994)
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For six weeks they traveled down-country. Paul Balisky and 
Murray Coleman were amused at some checkpoints, where they 
heard on-looking nationals whisper, “�is Chinaman must be from 
the Derg. Pass him through!” Chinese, Russians, and Cubans were 
traveling in large numbers throughout Ethiopia in those days.63 Over 
and over Pastor Hsueh’s party was protected. In Addis Ababa, Ato 
Lakew and other trusted Christian leaders, assisted them. In one pe-
riod of two days, the Hsuehs spoke to nine groups, including SIM, 
Finnish, and Baptist groups. In Gedeo, Ato Werku translated in 
Dilla. �ey visited Durame in Kambaata. In Wolaitta, Bruce Adams 
hosted them during the annual conference at Soddo. �ere they had 
the privilege of meeting Ato Wandaro and Daanna Meja, among 
the �rst Wolaitta believers, of whom they had heard and read. Mr. 
Hsueh did not speak, but gave a Bible study to leaders secretly after 
the conference. Yu Kwong often spoke from Isaiah 41, rea�rming 
God’s admonitions: “Do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dis-
mayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will 
uphold you with my righteous right hand. All who rage against you 
will surely be ashamed and disgraced.” 

At one meeting in Addis Ababa, a dozen young people present 
had been in prison. �eir Chinese brother’s response was warm and 
simple: “It is worthy to su�er for Christ. God is with you. Remain 
faithful. Carry on.” Yu Kwong encouraged Ethiopians in their hour 
of testing with testimonies from China’s communist persecution. 
Wang Ming-Tau was twenty-three years in prison. Watchman Nee 
was to be released after �fteen years, but when he would not write 
a “repentance” document, he was kept in prison until he died. “He 
still speaks, even though he is dead.”64 

“We felt the presence of the Holy Spirit at every meeting,” Pastor 
Hsueh reiterated years later. “Repeatedly we saw fruit from the pre-
vious visit. ‘I wasn’t a believer when you came last year and preached 
from John,’ one young man told us, ‘but now I am.’ A frightened 

63. By “March 1978 [...] �e U.S. government announced there were now 
10,000 Cubans, plus 50 MiG �ghter jets and 500 Russian tanks in Ethiopia”—re-
ported from his diary in Cumbers (1996), Terror, 169.

64. See the remark in Hebrews 11:4b, about Abel, among the heroes of the 
faith. Watchman Nee’s messages were made into books while he was in prison. �e 
best-known is W. Nee, �e Normal Christian Life (Tyndale House Publ., 1980).
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police chief came, thinking there would be no hope for him. I didn’t 
talk to him personally, but the next year he was the interpreter as 
I spoke from Daniel. In 1978 the chairman of one meeting, when 
introducing me, said he had practically memorized all the points of 
my message the year before.”

And so it was that God provided shepherds for Ethiopian believ-
ers. �rough the Hsuehs and other Chinese Christians, the sharing 
of similar experiences served as a great encouragement to Ethiopians 
in their desperate hour. �ey rejoiced to discover their oneness in the 
Body of Christ, and the lack of waste in God’s mysterious economy. 

Pastor hsueh made it to Jimma just in time, for before his second 
visit, GBI’s closure had come. From the time Art and Sue Volkmann 
left, GBI’s future had been precarious. Paul and Lila Balisky had been 
moved into the Jimma school. Paul came from a family of Ukrainian 
immigrants who had settled in Canada, and Lila had been reared by 
missionary parents in Kenya. �e couple’s family background and 
their own unique gifting made them a refreshing team. It was Paul 
who had worked with Howie Brant on the Langano conference to 
prepare Ethiopian youth for what was coming. 

Before GBI’s take-over, our family had spent a couple of weeks 
with Baliskys during an Elders’ course which Paul devised. Christian 
leaders were under pressure from the government to show forth prac-
tical—not theological—contributions to society. Paul called in el-
ders from all over the south to teach them practical skills which they 
could multiply in their communities—creating course blocks in car-
pentry, bee keeping, medical care, and the like. 

Charles had one of the most stimulating opportunities of his 
life, teaching a course on simple �rst aid and providing preventive 
guidelines for pervasive health problems, such as intestinal para-
sites, skin and eye infections, broken bones and tuberculosis. Never 
had Charles seen such enthusiasm to learn. Daniel Scheel65 �nally 
had to turn the lights out in the shop late at night, the men were 
so thrilled to practice the basics of his carpentry course. �ey each 
took home a kit of tools.

65. Dan is the son of the Dr. Scheel who had �rst invited us to Ethiopia.
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Meanwhile, our �ve missionary kids were home from school. �e 
three Balisky boys showed our two sons the wealth of Jimma wild-
life by day, and we all played games together at night, to keep the 
sons from undue focus on the political precariousness we adults felt. 
We declared a “creativity week,” and challenged everyone to produce 
something artistic or musical to share the �nal day. What a repertoire 
came forth—from recital numbers to a gallery of art. Characteristic 
of his playfulness, Charles’ masterpiece: a golden circle with a black 
dot on it, which he titled, tongue in cheek, “Fly on the Sun.” Lila 
crowned the evening with a delicious culinary creation. When we 
heard of the Baliskys’ banishment from Jimma later, I thought back 
to that night: With their dark heads turned to the piano which Lila 
played so magni�cently, Paul had skillfully whistled, in high obbli-
gato, the theme song of “Doctor Zhivago,” a haunting melody for 
times like these. 

When grace bible institute’s count-down week struck the next 
year, the Balisky sons were home for Easter. �e Farghers were co-
workers by then, but Joyce and their daughters had not made it home 
before the take-over occurred. Brian Fargher was the only other mis-
sion sta� man present to face the tense days along with the Baliskys 
and Ato Girma Hanano. A mature Kambaatan GBI student in the 
early seventies, Ato Girma by now was an instructor. His steadiness 
and sense of humor were priceless at this tense time.

Every station had its unique closing. At Jimma there were suc-
cessive days of house searches, o�ce ransackings, and con�scations, 
broken once by the kebele guards laying down their guns and playing 
volleyball with the “accused” GBI students! �e scene typi�ed the 
political drama all were being required to act out. �e day before mis-
sionaries were given twenty-four hours to leave Grace Bible Institute, 
a grand invasion commenced with a swarm of police and soldiers in 
Land Rovers streaming through the gate. As Lila reported it: 

Some three thousand people bearing slogans, banners, and �ags �led in-
to the compound. �e GBI students were made to sit outside the din-
ing hall right in front of the parade. �e marchers �led past the din-
ing room and dorm, down across the volleyball court, up past Farghers’ 
house and circled around the yard in front of our house. Even though we 
knew we were being protected, the sight was enough to leave one weak. 
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We watched through the curtains. �e crowd really wasn’t very worked 
up—just a few. Loudspeakers blared, “Missionaries go home”...plus all 
the other stu� that had been on the posters previously. �ey also shout-
ed, “We have found a new campus for our political school” and all the 
crowd would shout in response, “We have found it! We have found it!” 
�e kids were upstairs and climbed up and sat in the open window. 90% 
of the crowd were completely taken with them and were smiling and 
waving to them. Really quite humorous. At one point there was a pho-
tographer on our front steps and we actually heard him tell the crowd, 
“Stop smiling and raise your left hands!” 

Lila’s report of that momentous week in March portrays escalating 
tensions. Hours of frustration or fear were punctuated with bursts 
of anger one moment, and a rush of pity the next. �e foreigners 
and Ethiopian students shed tears of loss and sang songs of praise. 
Contradictions rose time and again—accusations in political jargon 
and quiet rebuttals in simple honesty. �e courtesy and forgiveness 
extended by the attacked repeatedly confounded the attackers. When 
Lila boiled tea to serve to the soldiers, they declined, using an an-
cient cultural rationale: “It’s a fast day today.” What role does fast-
ing play in a non-God, non-religious society, Lila wondered. Perhaps 
their excuse revealed how cosmetic this Party-line display really was. 

In the end, the missionaries lost all but what was left in a couple 
of ransacked suitcases they were each allowed to take out. Yet they 
left physically unharmed. Classes were not resumed after Easter and 
it looked as if Grace Bible Institute was �nished—its supplies, li-
brary, compound, and existence gone forever. Having lost home and 
assignment, security and future, sta� and students looked to their 
very-present God. �ey continued to �nd Him well able to see them 
through such scenarios on earth.

As for missionaries, August of 1977 demanded decision for those 
who had teenagers. Bingham Academy, teaching �rst through eighth 
grades, was still operational, but the government had con�scated 
Good Shepherd School, where our high schoolers attended, turn-
ing it into a military hospital. �e mission begged sudden entrance 
for our students into Rift Valley Academy, the Africa Inland Mission 
school in Kenya, Ethiopia’s neighbor to the south. 
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Many missionaries landed in Kenya temporarily when they were 
spun out of Ethiopia. A bit like refugees ourselves, having lost our 
homes and our work sites, we landed in various mission guesthous-
es in Nairobi. We walked the streets in disoriented confusion, pon-
dering what to do next. 

Divergent streams of people were pouring into Kenya in the mid-
seventies from Ethiopia, Sudan, Somalia, Uganda, and more places. 
Ethiopia’s dark hour was part of a mosaic over the whole Horn of 
Africa and beyond. “�e Horn” was often in the news from a secular 
vantage point. One of the few who addressed Africa’s plight from a 
Christian perspective was Brother Andrew from Holland, sometimes 
known as “God’s smuggler” because he had labored to get Bibles be-
hind the Iron Curtain. 

Brother Andrew responded to the call to aid the su�ering church 
which was inspired by Revelation 3:2: “Awake and strengthen what 
remains and is on the point of death.” His vision took him wherev-
er Christians were su�ering, to the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, 
China, and in the seventies, to Africa. �e �rst chapter of his book, 
Battle for Africa, surveyed the tragedies across the continent from 
Angola to Zambia—a giant battleground ripe for revolution. He 
scrutinized the successes and failures of the missionary enterprise 
in Africa, and insisted that the church can survive under any politi-
cal regime, but it cannot survive under apathy—its own apathy. He 
did not blame the success of communism for the problem as much 
as the failure of the church. “I have always distrusted those people 
who blame the communists for everything!” He explained his min-
istry in this way: 

People somehow expect me to be a vehement anti-communist, and 
I simply have never had the time nor the inclination to become a cru-
sader against communism. I am not anti-communist; I am pro-Chris-
tian. I am pro-people. God called me to take the gospel to people, and 
whatever stands between them and me is my enemy. But I must tell you 
that communism is hard at work in the Revolution in Africa. Moscow, 
Peking, and Havana all have their hands in the African pot right up to 
their elbows. �e clearer we are on that critical point, the more clearly 
we can see what the stakes in the battle for Africa really are. �e African 
crisis cannot be fully understood in detachment from the events in his-
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tory which have led up to it. It is a part of a larger pattern of worldwide 
agitation and violence that is generated and inspired by a persistent �ght 
of communism against the church.66 

His book brie�y surveyed the wide range of operations over the con-
tinent in which the legacy of Marx and Lenin could be seen: mili-
tary troops, arms and �nancial aid, propaganda, academic training, 
liberation movements, and terrorism. 

To encourage Christians in Africa, “Open Doors with Brother 
Andrew” organized a “Love Africa” conference in 1978 in Malawi, 
attended by Ethiopians among others, out of which came the collec-
tion titled Destined to Su�er?67 As a protected American, I was caught 
up short by the premise of a chapter by a Nigerian answering the ti-
tle’s question. Tokunboh Adeyemo titled his address: “Persecution: 
A Permanent Feature of the Church.” Permanent: that jolted my 
thinking. I began to refocus my sights as I looked at the Scriptures, 
history and contemporary experience.

In Nairobi, Tokunboh Adeyemo maintained the o�ce for the 
Association of Evangelicals of Africa and Madagascar (AEAM).68 
At the very heart of East Africa, Nairobi was more than the capital 
of one of the few stable nations on that continent. Head o�ces of 
countless international companies and agencies were housed in its 
skyscrapers towering above six-lane highways. Shops that could as 
well be in London lined its avenue, although its merchants had dark-
er skins. Of course, there was a back side to Nairobi, areas Westerners 
would call slums. Each day from these districts thousands of refu-
gees drifted down to the heart of the city searching for something to 
eat, something to do, and someone with whom to share their lone-
ly, hope-diminished existence. Revolution, war, and oppression had 
shattered the lives they once knew at home in Ethiopia, Somalia or 
Uganda. From the airport of their nations’ capitals came a sparser 
stream of countrymen on business to Nairobi—people still connect-
ed to their governments by an umbilical cord known as a passport. 

66. Br. Andrew and C. Conn, Battle for Africa (F. H. Revell, 1977), 68f.
67. Br. Andrew, Destined to Su�er? (Open Doors with Br. Andrew, 1979).
68. Tokunboh Adeyemo succeeded Byang Kato as AEAM General Secretary. 

He was able to draw upon information from all over the continent, as well as his 
personal experience with the di�culties faced by the Christian minority in Muslim-
dominated Nigeria. 
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As we walked the streets of Nairobi, we looked like Americans, 
but inwardly we felt Ethiopian. Although not destitute, missionaries 
displaced from their adoptive countries were also tasting the forced 
relinquishment and uprootedness of the refugee experience. Our ra-
dar system regularly spotted soul brothers among the myriad of peo-
ples on the streets. It was not usual to �nd an Ethiopian in the vari-
ous guesthouses foreigners frequented in the city. When we did, we 
assumed he had a passport and was not a refugee. Brief encounters 
with two such men gave us indelible glimpses of the crucible out of 
which each came.

We will call the �rst man “the zealot”—we purposely did not 
learn his name. He looked harmless enough in jeans and jacket, 
seated down the table from us in the Methodist guesthouse. I stud-
ied his face, high cheekbones, darting eyes, black ringlets above a 
receding hairline.

I cringed as an outspoken Britisher across the table outlined 
the Ethiopian revolution for an inquiring tourist. �e Orthodox 
Amharas had brought it on themselves, he asserted. �e lonely 
Ethiopian, who would seem to have the most authentic viewpoint at 
the table, started to speak, but swallowed, and nervously kept pick-
ing at his food. After the meal, he took my husband aside. Could he 
speak with us? When? Where?

We met in an empty lounge. He spoke quickly, looking over his 
shoulder with fear-conditioned regularity. “I am talking to you be-
cause you are friends of Ethiopia,” he began. Desperate to share his 
burden with someone, even without knowing us, he poured out his 
story.

He was, himself, of the previous ruling ethnic group, but said he 
was disillusioned with his own people, the church, and the old re-
gime, all inseparably intertwined and sweepingly discredited by the 
leftist Revolution that had come to birth.

A sensitive man, the Zealot had been tender to the famine that 
precipitated the unrest. At �rst he was in sympathy with the prom-
ised reforms, enthused about the goals of the Revolution. But then 
the alarming assassinations within the leadership had begun. �e 
whole movement swung into a wild tangent, ripping the country 
apart. Russian and Chinese personnel and equipment poured in. 
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For men of bourgeois background, like himself, every day held the 
strain of being suspect. Politburo abductions from o�ces by day and 
raids on houses at night stabbed around his existence. �e fear cam-
paign which the revolutionaries fostered at all levels of national life 
isolated man from man. When his marriage crumbled, the Zealot’s 
inner loneliness increased.

Struggling to extract some meaning out of the chaos, he joined 
with a small band of political zealots who met clandestinely to plot 
the ruler’s assassination. Two were discovered and liquidated. Daily, 
he told us, he wondered when his number would be up in this game 
of truly Russian roulette. By then, many observers considered the 
Ethiopian military governor to be a helpless tool in Russian hands. 
To the Zealot, his country’s total deliverance hung on the riddance of 
this one man. He told us how an exit visa had become available for a 
brief trip to Kenya under the guise of business. He’d come, desper-
ately hoping to raise a resistance movement from outside Ethiopia.

He fell back in his chair, exhausted from reliving his experienc-
es. �e man was nearly manic. Pressing his hands to glistening tem-
ples, he groaned, “I can hardly stand these headaches.” Sighing, he 
described his alternatives to us. It hadn’t worked, this plan to raise a 
resistance group during these three short weeks in Kenya. America 
was his other hope. �ere were thousands of Ethiopians there, unable 
to return home. But the American visa, the money—they had not 
crystallized in time. His business �rm had booked a �ight for him to 
Addis Ababa the next day. Staying in Kenya longer would be illegal... 
unless he declared himself a refugee. At home he was already under 
suspicion and this trip to “the outside” may have made him more 
so. He �gured he had a �fty-�fty chance of being intercepted at the 
Addis Ababa airport on arrival, being imprisoned, or shot. “Do you 
see any escape from this prison abyss, or worse?” he beseeched us.

Faces of refugees we’d met on the streets �ashed into our minds, 
representative of thousands who had made the wrenching decision 
he was weighing. “Would you not choose at least to stay alive, in 
Kenya?” we asked him. I cannot remember the wording of his an-
swer, but his thought was that swerving from his course would de-
stroy his very reason for being. �e slim chance of success in per-
sonally annihilating Mengistu, the target of his hatred, would seem 
too signi�cant to be exchanged for the shelved status of a refugee. 
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When we questioned whether destroying the �gurehead would solve 
Ethiopia’s now insurmountable problems, he literally clasped his 
hands over his ears in torment and cried, “It will, it will!”

We sat silently, his pain pulsating among the three of us. What 
was there to say? Gently, we began to speak to him of the only kind 
of peace we knew to recommend. �e �re in his eyes dimmed to a 
blind man’s stare. Oh yes, he knew the Scriptures, the church. �e 
church was hypocrisy, a tool of the old order, a sell-out to the new. 
�e Spirit? New life? Peace? A relationship with God, rather than 
a religion? He knew nothing of such things. He tapped his heart. 
“I am not just battling over my country,” he said in a dry whisper, 
“I am battling with God.” He allowed us to pray for him, then left 
wearily, saying, “It has passed, a little.” �e next day he �ew back 
into the jaws of Ethiopia.

A few weeks later, we were standing in the entryway of anoth-
er guesthouse when a tall African in a blue business suit closed the 
gate to the street carefully behind him. He stood quietly in the shade 
of trees, grasping a small bag. We immediately recognized him as 
Ethiopian, and were drawn to him like a magnet. So was a young 
Ethiopian woman who had recently left her country. �e ques-
tions poured out. “You’ve just come? How is it now? Is there peace 
anywhere?”

With a kindly patience no doubt learned from much listening, 
he slowly began. “�e killings in the Addis Ababa streets are a bit 
diminished. �e anti-revolutionaries are supposedly liquidated. 
Now it is the detention centers that are being �lled—some 120,000 
in them, they say. �ese aren’t the regular prisons; they are all full. 
�ese are just high walled compounds in each kebele neighborhood, 
turned into jails.”

I remembered our own uneasy visits to sectional headquarters in 
Addis—where every single citizen or alien had to be numbered and 
photographed, for the indispensable red identity booklet any traveler 
had to present at check points throughout the city and countryside.

“�e women...” he went on, looking down, “you see the wom-
en on the streets, on busses, children hanging on their skirts, carry-
ing food to their sons and daughters and husbands in various pris-
ons. �ey weep. Some have too many areas to carry to in one day. 
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Some have to be left out.” (Prisons do not extend food to prisoners 
in Ethiopia.) �e Ethiopian woman gave me a stricken glance and 
then turned back to him.

She asked about a certain rural area. “No,” he answered, “there 
is no peace even there. Cadre forces suddenly gathered up all the 
bureau heads in the province and jailed them. �e people protest-
ed. Homes were burned. Simple farmers. �e politburo acts, guer-
rillas react. �e hardest thing is that there is no recourse to justice, 
no courts, nowhere to turn with a grievance. �e man who is ‘right’ 
is the man with the gun. It is completely out of hand, beyond us.”

We asked about a Lutheran training institute. “We lost everything 
except the books,” he reported. “We’re trying to get them moved to a 
basement and keep using them... till someone comes to burn them. 
You see, there can be no teaching in the schools now, no mention 
of God. When we call the people to church, the youth are called to 
political meetings at the exact same time. �e children are marched 
in parades with small wooden guns, chanting hymns of war.”

We’d heard rumor of a certain well-known Christian government 
leader’s assassination. “Is it true?” we asked. He con�rmed it. “It is 
strange,” he commented bitterly. “We are forced to report for these 
military funerals. �e gravestones have the hammer and sickle on 
the front, and the cross on the back! �ey read the obituary of the 
military ‘hero.’ It is all so deceitful. �ey murder their own men, 
announce it was done by anti-revolutionaries, and bury them with 
pomp and ceremony. Others just disappear. A real hero may simply 
be listed as dead.” 

�e man literally groaned. “Don’t ask me more. �ere is more 
I could tell you... but I cannot speak of it now. My wife and chil-
dren are there. I’ll soon return.” He was deeply moved, but his voice 
did not break.

We stepped back, ashamed of our greedy questioning. He need-
ed to rest, to forget it all. But this man was no escapist. He had 
learned to live with grief by inner resources. He brightened and 
seemed moved to say one thing more. “�ere is the other side of the 
coin. �e Christian youth are growing stronger and stronger, even 
though it is hard for them. We have never seen such unity, such vi-
tality, in the church.

“Recently we had meetings. To our surprise, delegates appeared 
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from all over the city—from every type of Christian fellowship—as 
an expression of solidarity. Never have we known such an atmosphere 
of the Spirit permeating our meetings. When the conference began, 
two policemen appeared from Security. In private, one opened his 
lapel to reveal a Gideon New Testament. ‘I, too, am a Christian,’ he 
confessed. �e other guard stood around looking through our books, 
listening, watching. Before it was over, he gave himself to Christ—
and continues now in our fellowship.”

Encouraged by his obvious joy in sharing the brighter side, we 
asked, “Is Solomon Abate still alive?”—the Solomon so gifted in 
steadying young Christians. He glanced heavenward with a ges-
ture acknowledging God’s intervention. “We prayed him out of his 
RVOG69 job they were forcing him to do. His new work allows more 
writing and speaking time. He continues to be greatly used of God.” 
My heart leapt. We had kept praying for Solomon, knowing they 
were always just a step behind him.

We asked about one other man—an outspoken Christian in the 
military—one we always expected to be killed. “His case is a con-
tinual miracle,” our friend reported. “General Taye Tilahun is not 
only alive, but promoted. We hear he still opens his sta� meetings 
with prayer. We don’t know why they’ve let him live. �ey know he 
is honest! Christians are often trusted with responsibilities... while 
it is expedient. �is man isn’t plotting anything. Perhaps God has a 
special plan for him.”

�e roar of Nairobi tra�c outside the gate echoed against the qui-
etness of this man of sorrows, acquainted with grief. I stared at his 
unlined face etched with peace. “We must let you go,” I said, rousing 
my thoughts from another world. I looked around for the crowd of 
witnesses I instinctively felt should have been exposed to this man, 
this testimony, but the four of us stood alone. 

Had the borders of Ethiopia been able to speak in the seventies, 
they could tell countless stories of those who passed over or back with 
hopes raised or dashed, lives shattered or re-emerging. �e borders 
were crossed in various ways. Soldiers were trucked across for war, 

69. After the military takeover of the station in 1977 Radio Voice of the Gospel 
was actually renamed Radio Voice of Revolutionary Ethiopia.
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businessmen �ew out on ventures, others risked walking across on 
foot, propelled by fear or stolid refusal to participate. �e last was 
the Prince’s reason. 

“L’ool,” we will call him to protect his identity. L’ool means 
“prince,” and a more princely man I cannot remember meeting. Tall 
and erect of body and handsome of face, his military bearing and 
warm-eyed graciousness were irresistible. L’ool had spent the ear-
ly years of the seventies in university training in Europe, in prepa-
ration for taking a top command in the Ethiopian military. While 
there, this handsome prince had won the heart of a fellow student 
we will call “Jewel.” When graduation time came, a weighty deci-
sion was required. “Don’t come home,” his family and friends had 
written him the year before. “Your life will be in danger, and the 
Ethiopia you will �nd is not the homeland you left. You will be ap-
palled, and you will never �t into this system. You may even be ex-
ecuted.” Repeatedly they begged him to stay out. Many of his gen-
eration of leaders had remained abroad, having “the good sense to 
accept the situation.” L’ool thought di�erently. A deep man of prin-
ciple, he could not imagine his country’s having sent him abroad 
to prepare him for service, and his not making good his end of the 
bargain. Determined to pay back his education and persevere under 
hardship, he bid Jewel a poignant good-bye, with the hope but not 
the promise, that she could one day come to him. 

Whether bidden or not, she did eventually come. �is spirited 
young woman turned up in our Friday women’s group one July day 
in 1977, her reason for coming to Ethiopia at this dangerous time a 
mystery to us. Eventually I was taken into her con�dence. She had 
dared to come in order to meet L’ool’s family, for they were consid-
ering marriage someday. At least she was, although his prior com-
mitments were formidable. At �rst they tried every avenue to get 
permission to travel the hundreds of miles to his parents’ home, but 
were blocked by red tape and denials at every turn. Travel across the 
city at night to meet after his assigned work was prohibitive. How 
were they even to use the few precious days of her visit? In times 
of war, the decorum of culture can become impractical. �ey took 
the only choice open to them, to share his apartment. “Don’t worry, 
L’ool is �rmly committed to abstaining from sexual relations before 
marriage,” Jewel assured my maternal heart, but not hiding her own 
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anguish. “My dear prince is truly a gentleman.” I will never forget 
my last glimpse of the two at the Friday group’s �nal party—bid-
ding the hosts good-bye, he with the dignity of a general and she 
so small and vulnerable, despite her pluck. And then they stepped 
out into the rain.

When we were wandering in Nairobi trying to decide what to do 
next, I wrote to Jewel back in Europe, and wondered what would 
happen to the Prince. Patriotic as he was, Captain L’ool was not the 
kind of man who would compromise with “the powers that be” to 
stay in their good graces. I never expected to see either of them again, 
but I thought of them often as we made our own transition. 

Ethiopian missionaries eventually drifted out of Kenya to serve 
in other countries or to regroup at home. Some found ways to stay 
close to Ethiopia. A contingent of us relocated in Sudan, one coun-
try to the west of Ethiopia. �e Ethio–Sudanese border saw cross-
ings both directions, some related to Ethiopia’s civil war with Eritrea 
in the north, tying to secede; and others related to northern Sudan’s 
attacks on the south, to subjugate non-Islamic peoples. �ose �ee-
ing either situation sought refuge in the opposite country, causing 
no small strain on international relations.

By the summer of 1978, Charles and I were studying Arabic in 
hot, dusty Khartoum, Sudan’s capital. We were 1500 miles across 
swamps and deserts from our two younger sons, in school in Kenya. 
�e mission headquarters, a �at two-story stucco guesthouse, includ-
ed some improvised meeting spaces adjacent to the main building. 
Refugees from the east or south who had made it across the desert 
sands to Khartoum were helped to �nd their people in the worship 
services which they had asked to locate on the premises, conduct-
ing meetings in their particular languages. A Sunday visitor could 
walk through the gate and pass windows of one room after another, 
hearing not only English or Arabic, but the Ethiopians’ Amharic, 
the Eritreans’ Tigrinya, and the southern Sudanese tongues of the 
Uduk or Dinka. �ese Sudanese Christians had been driven from 
their homes by government soldiers bent on Islamization. Friday 
was Sudan’s Muslim holy day, and so special services were arranged 
on Fridays as well.

One Friday evening at dusk, a guard with a puzzled look called us 
to the tiled porch which surround the guesthouse rooms. A tall, bent 
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man stood in the shadows, his head and shoulders draped with an 
Ethiopian-style shawl, even though the heat was oppressive. I caught 
my breath when his gaunt face materialized out of the shadows. 
Captain L’ool! “Who... what... where... how...?” my questions tum-
bled out. “I can’t talk now,” he whispered with poise, “for the car is 
waiting at the gate. I’m being held in house arrest with only occa-
sional hours outside, under guard. I will try to get in touch again.” 

“What, what have they done to you?” I kept asking the stillness 
as he glided away. As it turned out, we would see him in Khartoum 
two more times. �is couple’s sequel is another story, but I will 
share one thing he told us, the principle question that occupied his 
thoughts in the long hours of detention: Why? Having cooperat-
ed in the Ethiopian military to the limit of his moral choice, L’ool 
chose to remove himself from what he saw as evil. He would choose 
death over compromise, or life without a country, if God so willed. 
Having survived the long, excruciating journey through mountains 
and desert on foot, and having not been shot crossing the border, 
he had given himself up to Sudanese authorities. �ey thought him 
to be more of a crowning political plumb to keep in reserve for le-
verage than he felt himself to be. At least his accommodations were 
bearable, and his fellow prisoners represented an interesting variety 
of political positions, all of whom were reduced to argument rather 
than arms to slay each other. 

Turning to the Word of God, Captain L’ool pored over the 
Scriptures, searching for God’s purposes in the a�airs of men. How 
vibrant his faith had been in his free years, I do not know. �e fact 
that the woman he had meant to commit his life to was an earnest 
Christian gave one indication. During his detention, he grew in spir-
it. While their whole life seemed wrecked by external circumstanc-
es, L’ool turned to God for inner integration. As to the vicissitudes 
of Ethiopian politics, or world politics in the age of communism, 
his meditations led him to a way to view history. Man had been giv-
en many tests, many opportunities. Communism’s total rejection of 
God provided one more grand test for man, perhaps one last clar-
ion call before the reigning Messiah’s return, a call for choice. He 
had made his.
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For though we live in the world,  
we do not wage war as the world does.  
�e weapons we �ght with are not the weapons of the world.  
On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds.  
We demolish arguments and every pretension  
that sets itself up against the knowledge of God,  
and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ. 

(2 Corinthians 10:3–5)
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Chapter 14

FACING LOVE AND HATE

Negussie’s focus was pulled like a magnet toward the young woman 
across the room. She was among others he had met in the home just 
that night. Why did she stand out to him so? Of average height, with 
a strong face, was it her shy kind smile, or the almost liquid eyes? 
He’d been to “underground” meetings of Christians in Addis Ababa 
before. Guarded as they had to be, they were wonderful times, hours 
of worship and study and corporate encouragement in the di�cult 
circumstances all were facing. Why should this one person emerge 
from the group, rising in his mind’s eye after the meeting, continuing 
with him as he made the trip back to Wolisso, visiting his thoughts 
when the school day closed and he was trying to prepare for tomor-
row’s teaching. What did it mean, her strange lingering with him, 
so unfamiliar a presence in his bachelorhood? 

Around twenty-seven by now, Negussie had maintained his sin-
gleness carefully, bent upon pleasing his Lord in all aspects of his 
life. What was God’s purpose for this meeting? He spoke to Him 
about it. Could she ever be drawn to one such as himself? Might 
their paths cross again?

�ey did, very brie�y, on his next trip to Addis Ababa. �ere she 
was again across the living room, so graceful and composed. �ey 
shared the experience of the group, his heart singing, while his �n-
gers strummed on the guitar he loved to play, happy to be worship-
ping together through song in this simple way. Would she corre-
spond with him, he quietly asked afterward. She would, she replied. 

And Fantaye Mogus? She went home and pondered too. Only 
a month before their �rst meeting, she had speci�cally asked the 
Lord to someday bring to her a godly husband. She was only twen-
ty-one. Her prayer was looking into the future, eager to commit this 
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crucial area of her life to Him. Already, she was knowing loneliness 
in a home that did not appreciate her singular devotion to the Lord 
Jesus Christ. 

Her Amhara family practiced Orthodoxy by keeping the festi-
vals, fasts, and feasts prescribed by the church calendar—hundreds 
each year. Speci�c days were given to a myriad of biblical person-
ages, angels, and martyrs, along with members of the Trinity. �e 
Virgin Mary seemed to be the most venerated; her intercessions were 
considered most e�cacious of all. Fantaye had often stood with the 
women outside the church (during her menstruation) or sometimes 
inside the vestibule, led by priests in chanting the ancient prayers. 

In the privacy of her own home, however, she’d heard of the Lord 
Jesus’ supremacy above all others, not only as the “one mediator be-
tween God and man,” but as the one who had given His very life 
to care for her sins. She’d heard it from an invisible friend, one who 
read the word of God across the airwaves of her radio. And believing 
this testimony from the Scriptures, she’d received the Word-become-
Flesh. Was He not alive from the dead, the Messiah Himself? Did 
He not bid her come to Him for her every need?

Fantaye had gone home from the evening of Negussie’s �rst ap-
pearance strangely stirred. She rehearsed the evening. Across the 
room she had seen the visitor from Wolisso. Her eyes wandered over 
the group, but kept moving back to his countenance which radiat-
ed such unusual joy. Standing not much taller than herself, his stat-
ure, she con�ded later, “did not please my eyes.” She wondered what 
had stunted his torso, for his face seemed deeply mature. �e man 
so re�ected the inner presence of the One she’d come to love, that 
she was instinctively drawn to him. 

�us began the keeping of her long secret, not voiced to others, 
or even to Negussie, for years. Yet as they met from time to time, her 
shy blush and warm eyes spoke volumes to him, stirring hope within 
him. Negussie began to make periodic trips to the little one-room 
post o�ce in Wolisso town, hopeful not only for a letter from John 
in Canada, or Alemu, who had gone to study in the United States, 
but perhaps one from Fantaye as well. 

Meanwhile, the Revolution nipped at everyone’s personal life. It 
could not smash the stirrings of hearts, although it saddened them. 
For Fantaye, who had succeeded in �nishing 12th grade, crossing the 
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city to her Ministry of Health accounting job could be a terrible ex-
perience. Bloodied bodies lying on the streets in the early hours, un-
expected roadblocks and credential inspections, mutually suspicious 
co-workers in the o�ce—all these made the work world sober. �e 
media reported local political executions and statistics on the battle-
�elds of the Eritrean or Somali war fronts in strange jargonese. With 
much parading required of citizens, September brought the regime’s 
grand inauguration of a “Cultural Revolution.” 

None of these subjects were safe for letters which might be cen-
sored, nor were they central to Fantaye and Negussie’s developing 
friendship. �eir relationship with the Lord was the central focus 
of their correspondence. Her letters came as priceless treasures to be 
read and reread again, lighting up his world darkened by the mili-
tant indoctrination they were all ordered to attend weekly, and the 
suspicion which its protocol fanned.

Negussie had seen what was happening in the north, knew about 
GBI’s closing, and was experiencing daily intensi�cation of com-
munist control in his own area. It was clear that the basic tenets of 
Marxism-Leninism cut across his life-encompassing commitment 
to God. Such people as he could either avoid trouble by acquiescing 
publicly, or else risk suspicion and probable mistreatment if they did 
not hide their witness to Christ. Negussie complied with regulations 
as far as he felt he could, but decided not to compromise his faith 
into silence. He would share discreetly with those God sent to Him. 
He led a small Bible study for any interested, and shared Scriptures 
with those who appeared hungry to listen. He was careful not to 
�aunt his convictions in the classroom, but his life spoke unmistak-
ably of an assurance and peace which was not shared or appreciated 
by local cadres, some of them former classmates, now taken up with 
the new movement. Furthermore, he’d been promoted, putting him 
in an enviable position. Negussie was popular, for students sensed 
his impartial attitudes and genuine interest in them. When some 
with sincere questions came to visit him in the evenings, he talked 
openly with them about the claims of the Lord Jesus Christ. �at 
other teachers could become jealous was simple to deduce, and they 
watched for some way to get rid of him. 

A method emerged. How better than putting him away in some 
backwater village? On his next visit to Addis Ababa, Negussie broke 
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the news to Fantaye that he’d been moved to a tiny little school far o� 
the Jimma road in the village of Amaya, where he knew no one. �e 
demotion and isolation were hard to take for one so well-trained and 
gregarious. Even there, kebele leaders watched him with cool calcula-
tion, noting who visited him at night. In the lonely hours, he wrote 
John Coleman in Canada. Chris Ott, the German nurse who award-
ed him his �rst Bible, received a letter from Negussie during those 
lonely months. One line stood out: “I have chosen the way of the 
cross leading to glory.” He seemed to sense what might be coming. 

On their fourth meeting in the capital, Fantaye was delighted to 
supply Negussie with some Christian tracts, for he was always look-
ing for ways to help his students and others to understand who Jesus 
could be to them. She wrote again after he left, but got no answer. 
She’d hoped to hear the tracts were �nding their way into receptive 
hands. By now, their letters were going back and forth regularly, and 
sudden cessation from his end seemed unexplainable. He’d been at 
Amaya six months now. She risked making a phone call to get in-
formation, but was told curtly, “Negussie is not here.” Alarmed, she 
waited for some word from him. 

Negussie had been pleased with the tracts and some New 
Testaments he had procured in Addis Ababa. Back at Amaya, a cou-
ple of teachers feigned interest in getting copies of scripture and came 
to his home, setting him up for arrest. �eir initial charge? �e anti-
revolutionary act of giving out New Testaments. �ey hustled him 
o� to a local jail, but not without rummaging through his belong-
ings, which included letters from John Coleman and Fantaye. Once 
he was transferred to the Wolisso Police Station, those became the 
“evidence of his CIA connection” (although John was from Canada, 
not the United States), and “evidence of immoral relationship with a 
woman”—to add character assassination to political accusation. His 
enemies added Pente to his crimes. When taken to the District of-
�ces, he protested that he had no connections with foreign govern-
ments, but would con�rm that he was a member of the Kingdom 
of God. “If you simply renounce this foreign religion you can be 
released” he was told. “I would rather die than deny my Lord,” he 
�atly responded.
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“Your choice,” they leered. Negussie’s physical handicap seemed 
to fan the con�dence of his attackers. A police station is sometimes 
not a good place to be at the mercy of accusers, but with former re-
straints now removed under Marxism-Leninism, they became sites 
of uncontrolled mistreatment and torture. Inhuman experiments in 
brutality erupted in unbelievable forms. Cadres in power exercised 
the upper hand in ways designed to break the will of a dissenter and 
terrify those who heard chilling screams from the outside. �e Red 
Terror deaths had given way to the black terror of torture, as if the 
depravity of man had been given free rein. 

His interrogators took him to a room with two tables spanned by 
a pole—preparing him for an often-used torture technique. �ey 
tied his ankles together. �ey o�ered him one last chance to re-
cant. �ey stu�ed a gag in his mouth and told him to raise a �nger 
when he had had enough. “You just recant, and we stop!” Next they 
bound his wrists and then bent him over to tie them to his ankles. 
�e pole was thrust under his bound hands and feet, and then lifted 
up to span the table, leaving the victim hanging with head down and 
bare feet exposed upwards. A soldier of rank began beating the soles 
of Negussie’s feet with a heavy cane. When the man grew tired, he 
pulled out Negussie’s gag and threatened, “Are you ready to recant?” 
By this time huge blood blisters had formed on the teacher’s feet, but 
Negussie gasped out, “I’m ready to die for my Lord Jesus Christ.” 
A cadre became infuriated and started kicking Negussie’s head like a 
football. He took hold of the ends of the ropes and strung them be-
tween the prisoner’s �ngers and toes, pulling them tight to cut the 
�esh. He picked up a club and lashed out at the feet again, burst-
ing the blisters. Blood spurted all over Negussie’s body. As the cadre 
beat on in a diabolical frenzy, the soldier feared for the victim’s life, 
not wanting to explain a corpse on their hands. Negussie’s legs had 
already swelled up like tree trunks. �ey �nally stopped. �e bat-
tered prisoner was unable to stand. Cadres had to carry him over to 
dump him in the prison.

As he lay in his blood, might his mind have �itted over the cry of 
Christ on the cross, from Psalm 22, “My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?” �is Psalm he may have memorized went on:



176  Overcomers

I am a worm and not a man, scorned by men and despised by the peo-
ple. All who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads: ‘He 
trusts in the LORD; let the LORD rescue him. Let him deliver him, 
since he delights in him.’ [...] Do not be far from me, for trouble is near 
and there is no one to help. [...] I am poured out like water and all my 
bones are out of joint. My heart has turned to wax; it has melted away 
within me. My strength is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue sticks 
to the roof of my mouth; you lay me in the dust of death. Dogs have 
surrounded me; a band of evil men has encircled me, they have pierced 
my hands and my feet.

As he focused upon the Savior, Negussie’s soul and body began to be 
revived. For many weeks, he was unable to walk, obliged to depend 
upon prisoners to carry him even to the toilet, a �lthy area where he 
was thrown down. He faced unspeakable su�ering in those �rst days 
after his ordeal, although he testi�ed to being miraculously shielded 
from pain during the initial torture itself. “I thought I was dead, but 
the Lord wanted me to live,” he would a�rm later. Somehow, count-
ing himself already dead freed Negussie to live without fear. His in-
ward peace made fellow-prisoners thirsty for what he had.

Finally Negussie was able to slip out a message with someone go-
ing to Addis, telling Fantaye that he was in prison. As soon as she 
could arrange an absence which would not reveal to anyone her des-
tination, she took courage to arrange a secret trip to Wolisso. She car-
ried a little parcel of fruit as a gift. At the jail, they refused to allow 
her to see him, but did not deny his presence there. She wept bitterly 
and begged the guards, “He’s my brother. I can not go without seeing 
him!” �ey �nally agreed to allow her �ve minutes with the prisoner. 

Negussie could hardly believe his eyes, and wept for joy that 
she had come. “Be prepared, they want to question you,” he whis-
pered before they were torn apart. Few words could be exchanged, 
and what she learned of his su�ering had to be pieced together lat-
er. Heartbroken at his battered appearance and helpless to aid his 
release, she stumbled out and quickly made her way back to Addis 
Ababa. �ere she knew no one to whom she felt she could turn. She 
could only pour out her heart to her closest Friend, and wait. 
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The next months were a nightmare of mistreatment for Negussie. 
Long years later, the marks of torture were yet visible on his body. 
Local friends hurt over his condition. Mulugeta Haile, a teacher 
who had also gone through the local brain-washing sessions, loved 
Negussie dearly. He ached over the beatings his dear friend took. 
“He seemed weak in body. �ey gave him no sympathy. Even for a 
healthy person it was hard, and so it seemed to me impossible for 
him to shoulder it. But by God’s grace, he did. His testimony com-
forted people on the outside. �e faith!” 

Like other “Daniels” in other localities, Negussie’s uncomplaining 
endurance in his “lions’ den” deeply encouraged and emboldened lo-
cal believers. As the Apostle Paul’s chains made the Philippians more 
bold and con�dent, Negussie’s imprisonment mysteriously minis-
tered outside the walls. His very weakness magni�ed God’s strength. 
Perhaps unaware of the chosen vessel he was becoming, Negussie’s 
attitude was that life anywhere, whether bound or free, was simply 
a matter of obedience to his Lord. 

Su�ering had been introduced into Negussie’s life early, through 
childhood beatings, through his early illness, and other struggles 
along the way. As a maturing Christian, he seemed to accept tri-
als as a gift and o�ered them up to his Lord. Perhaps he was learn-
ing that su�ering unites the believer to the cross at the heart of the 
Christian life. Strangely, it provides an authenticity for lifting up 
the cruci�ed Savior to the world. Negussie’s prison years raised the 
warm torch of Christ’s love high in the darkness, drawing prisoners 
to Him, one by one. 

�at summer of 1979, John Coleman again made his way to 
Ethiopia to visit his family. Negussie’s incarceration in Wolisso cut 
him to the heart. Yet, for an “imperialist” foreigner to visit him would 
only add more charges against him. Somehow Negussie managed to 
slip out a little package to the Colemans in Addis Ababa, containing 
a bit of handwork which prisoners were allowed to do. With hair-
pins, he had knit John a handsome brimmed hat. Along with what 
looked like directions titled “Six steps for washing, drying, blocking, 
and stretching the hat” came this hidden message:
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To My Dear Friend John and all my Family: 
Daily He gives me unspeakable joy and comfort. I am completely well 
and healthy. I have received the soap and �int you sent me. May God 
bless you. If God wills, I hope to see you after I receive the verdict. Acts 
20:24, Philippians 1:20. I am sending this small gift to my dear brother 
John. I am your son Negussi Kumbi.

Added to his message, Negussie’s two Scriptures spoke volumes:

However, I consider my life worth nothing to me,  
if only I may �nish the race and complete the task  
the Lord Jesus has given me— 
the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace. 

(Acts 20:24)

I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be ashamed,  
but will have su�cient courage  
so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body,  
whether by life or by death. 

(Philippians 1:20)



Part IV

WIELDING SWORD AND SHIELD

(During 1978–81)

And in addition to all this, take up the shield of faith [...] 
and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. 

(Ephesians 6:16a,17b)
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MAP 4:  ADDIS ABABA: KEY LOCATIONS AND  
MAJOR ROADS  (BEFORE AD 1991)

Source: Created by Johnathan Bascom in 1999.
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Chapter 15

VIGNETTES ACROSS ADDIS ABABA

Fantaye’s heart leapt when the news came: “Negussie’s appeal will 
move him to Addis!” He’ll be right here in my own city! she thought. 
Women go to the prisons every day to take food to their loved ones. 
Surely I could go sometimes too, even if it must be secretly. 

With cadres trying out new forms of persuasion and due process 
of law evaporating, Negussie had decided that appealing his case to 
the Central Government might be the better part of wisdom. So it 
was that in January of 1979, he was moved to Addis Ababa and put 
in detention at an interrogation center which was located near the 
city’s most sophisticated shopping area, the Piazza. 

Although torture was employed less there, security was tighter. 
In fact, to go there to see him, Fantaye learned, would raise suspi-
cion. After all, one of Negussie’s charges involved “letters from a 
woman”—a woman not identi�ed as his wife, or sister, or mother. 
Not even a cousin. Fantaye had not felt she lied when she begged in 
Wolisso to see “my brother.” Was he not a brother to her through 
the familyhood of believers and their deepening friendship in Christ?

�e Ministry of Health had assigned Fantaye to work outside in 
city in the wider Shewa province. On weekends back in her parents’ 
home, she might shop in the Piazza. Going there was painful. To 
be in the midst of bustling crowds bent on business while her own 
heart was pulled like a magnet toward Negussie’s prison was a strug-
gle. He’d warned her in Wolisso that she might be questioned. She 
was afraid of complicating his case now by trying to visit him. She 
could only stare longingly at the walls behind which he was caged, 
keeping her distance. 
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When a summons for questioning was eventually delivered to 
her, she was frightened. As it turned out, the interrogators picked 
up no criminal evidence, and getting that over actually proved help-
ful. It cleared the air for her and helped to narrow down the charges 
against Negussie to “suspicion of being CIA.” Even that charge was 
unreasonable, for John Coleman’s letters came from Canada, not 
the United States. For three months, beatings stopped. Along with 
others there, Negussie’s daily su�erings came from the very earthy 
experience of sharing a tiny room allowed little air with many un-
washed human beings. On a regimented schedule, prisoners could 
be released from the sti�ing cell toward one destination, the reek-
ing toilet. Rats added their own form of terror at night. Such was 
the life of prisoners incarcerated in overcrowded buildings across the 
capital. Among all the others, Negussie underwent the discipline of 
humiliation.

Automatic rifle fire at 10:40 PM outside the SIM compound 
brought John Cumbers rushing down the corridors yelling to ev-
erybody to put out lights and stay down. Within �ve minutes, the 
barrage gave way to deadly quiet, followed by the screech of depart-
ing vehicles. Ato Tekle and John crept quietly into the second-�oor 
conference room. Tekle leaned out, and motioned John to come 
and look. �is o�ce building had been a late addition to the old 
Headquarters buildings, and used up most of the compound’s front 
court. It crowded right up to the sidewalk of a busy intersection 
where �ve streets came together. Looking down, the men spotted 
just beneath their window seven bodies lined up against the base of 
the Headquarters building. A list of sins for which they’d been exe-
cuted was pinned to each victim’s chest. �is was not the only time 
the SIM corner was used in this way. �ese stark reminders kept the 
populace aware of the Party’s power, and their own vulnerability. 

Chairman Mengistu Haile Mariam’s politics in those days began 
to metamorphose along a zigzag between party line and his own in-
creasingly independent line. On the one hand, in 1978 when Cubans 
apparently suggested that Ethiopia should set a date for moving from 
military to civilian rule, the Cuban ambassador was expelled. Cubans 
were not happy about losing soldiers in Ethiopia’s northern war zone. 
Eritrean communists had been trained in Cuba, and after all, the 
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Cubans reasoned, Eritrea’s struggle, after all, was for “self-determi-
nation,” a Marxist-Leninist cause. On the other hand, Mengistu fol-
lowed the Maoist lead by initiating a “Cultural Revolution” phase 
in Ethiopia. Headlines of the October 29th’s Ethiopian Herald read:

Nation Braces Up For Revolutionary Campaign [...] 
Proclamation Setting Up Framework To Revive National Economy70

Sterner economic measures were enforced therewith, often to the dis-
may of the broad masses, particularly the peasants whose tradition-
al homes—usually clustered among trees or spaced along streams—
were forcibly demolished. People were ordered to rebuild on bare 
hilltops in closely regimented gridiron schemes, “so that water and 
electricity may e�ciently be routed to the populace”—pipes and 
lines that rarely seemed, however, to appear. By June of 1979, BBC 
reported that the government’s proclamation on land reform would 
strip peasants of all but 1,000 square meters per householder, and 
that their cattle would become the property of the farmers associa-
tion. Hopeful dreams of socialism were turning into painful actual-
ities which destroyed patterns of life so long endemic to the culture. 

In matters of war, citizens were told to gird up to defend the na-
tion from enemies to the east and north: counter-o�ensives against 
Somalia in the Ogaden War, and on-going campaigns against the 
Eritrean rebels. Eritrea dared to ask the Organization of African 
Unity (OAU) to intervene in its struggle against the government 
in 1980, although the OAU’s policy rigidly stuck to national bor-
derlines precisely as they were “frozen” at the OAU’s inception in 
1963.71 �e province of  Tigray agitated as well: a group who called 
themselves the Tigray People’s Liberation Front was mentioned on 
international news in 1980. No one could have guessed the signi�-
cance of that front. Eleven years later it would bring Mengistu’s gov-
ernment down. 

70. Cumbers (1996), Terror, 188. 
71. �e Organization of African Unity (OAU) was established in 1963. It was 

based in Ethiopia, �ttingly symbolizing the role Ethiopia had played in the African 
independence movement. Ethiopia’s victory over Italy in the battle of Adwa in 1896 
symbolized for Africans their hoped-for victory over colonial domination.
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At the turn of the decade, international relationships were bounc-
ing back and forth like ping pong balls. In nearby Uganda, Idi Amin 
was overthrown by Tanzania in 1979. Ethiopia signed a 20-year ac-
cord with the Soviet Union. When America’s USAID was terminat-
ed due to Ethiopia’s deplorable human rights record in 1980, the 
US Ambassador was given 24 hours to leave the country. In 1981, 
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger visited Somali leader, Siad Barre, 
and arranged to send arms to Somalia, further exacerbating the USA’s 
already strained relations with Ethiopia. From Poland, signs of un-
rest were reported. In the Eastern Block, self-evaluation was detect-
able; people were wondering where communism had gone wrong. 
Who could have guessed that this spirit of uprising would so soon 
spread across the world? 

With propaganda continuing to label the Bible “anti-Revolution-
ary” and westerners “agents of capitalism,” it was not unexpected that 
word came to John Cumbers that a high o�cial at the Ministry of 
Labor had warned, “I hope SIM is preparing to take all its mission-
aries out of Ethiopia, because we are not granting them any more 
work permits.” Already, SIM was down to twenty-seven work per-
mits, bringing the sta� including spouses to only forty.

For John Cumbers, the load of leadership plus constant uncer-
tainties weighed heavily upon him. Furthermore as head of the mis-
sion, he was the major target of what might be called “extortion.” 
Disputes over Shashamane Hospital in 1978 had implicated him 
in the worst of these situations, for he was barred from leaving the 
country unless a settlement (involving thousands of Ethiopian Birr) 
was forthcoming. For months he was virtually held hostage by the 
dispute, even though his health was deteriorating, and his crucial 
medical appointment in Houston was pending. �e day after the 
employee case was settled, John was at last declared a free man. �e 
next day, SIM Council made an historic decision, recommending 
to SIM head, Ian Hay, that the mission cease to operate in Ethiopia 
�fteen months in the future. “But the Lord had other ideas,” John 
would later reminisce. 

Rumors circulated that the government was about to take over 
the property of all Christian missions. As early as April of 1979, 
Radio Ethiopia had announced they were about to take SIM’s 
Headquarters. Repeatedly, the Ministry of Health came to inspect 
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the premises as if to take it. �e recurrent threats created an emotion-
al roller-coaster for missionaries, many of whom lived and worked 
there, or depended on the Mission Headquarters as home base while 
in Addis Ababa. �e exceptions, the Adams, Fellows, and Winslows 
got clearance to live down-country at that time. �eir work in lit-
eracy and development gave them an edge with government poli-
cies. Gerhard Bössler and Paul Balisky managed regular trips from 
the capital to the south, as well. 

When furlough times arrived, departures which could be perma-
nent were disheartening. When Howard Borlase disappeared from 
the o�ces, it was as if the sun had lost some rays. John wondered to 
whom he would turn for that hearty optimism that Howard had al-
ways provided when John was “having to reach up to touch bottom.” 
Losing Murray Coleman’s steady support at their furlough time in 
July of 1980 was another blow. When the Elys arrived in September 
to help with administration, John was bolstered up, for it was rare 
to be receiving rather than relinquishing sta� now. Low in pro�le, 
but high in service were the faithful sta� women who kept the of-
�ces and ministries organized and supported. 

Serving by day as radio dispatcher, nicknamed “Marge the Sarge,” 
Marge’s nights were full too, for along with Brian Fargher she quietly 
engineered a budding underground evening Bible school, a Spartan 
form of Grace Bible Institute after the Jimma campus was taken. 
�e school was never advertised and Marge checked out supposed 
“applicants” very carefully before revealing anything about this un-
derground network for Biblical education. At �rst enrolling just a 
handful of students, the school grew steadily, opening up a key op-
portunity right inside the Headquarters compound. In November 
of 1979, crusty Australian trouble-shooter Alex Fellows (travel-
ing with Ato Lakew’s son) made a daring trip to Jimma to see what 
could be recovered from mission and school property impounded 
at the closed Grace Bible Institute (GBI) compound. John Cumbers 
tells the story: 

Alex successfully negotiated for the two vehicles, but what we want-
ed more than anything was the Grace Bible Institute library. Alex ap-
proached the authorities who told him that they had lost the key to the 
second-story room at GBI where the books were stored. �at didn’t 
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deter Alex for more than �ve minutes. Yared climbed through the win-
dow, pried open the door, and they soon had the books transferred to a 
commercial truck. Great was our rejoicing when all 5,000 books of the 
GBI library arrived in Addis Ababa.72 

From 1978 on, Bark Fahnestock had been pastoring the SIM Chapel. 
Originally the chapel had mainly served SIM missionaries and a 
handful of English-speaking expatiates—business and diplomatic 
people. During the Revolution, many denominations’ o�ces were 
closed, and the few missionaries who remained learned that their 
attendance at an Ethiopian church brought suspicion upon nation-
als. �erefore, sta� from shrunken missions joined business people 
and diplomats in �nding the SIM chapel to be their best option for 
Sunday worship. English speaking Ethiopians, many of them study-
ing in the evening Bible school, were attracted as well. �e result was 
the creation of a growing new congregation, one which would be 
transformed into the burgeoning International Evangelical Church. 

Across town at Bingham Academy, another closure loomed. 
Repeatedly the government threatened to con�scate the boarding 
school, now nearly empty. Must the mission let the beloved place 
go? As John Cumbers walked its grounds one day in 1979, he stood 
at the lower end of the compound looking at the original building, 
the graceful old eucalyptus trees, and well-marked paths that his own 
children had helped to �atten. “Are we really going to turn over this 
beautiful school to the government?” he asked himself. 

At its peak, Bingham Academy had served some 150 children of 
SIM missionaries and other missions as well. �e national sta�, now 
idle but still holding on, put pressure on the mission through the la-
bor union. John and his administrative team weighed their alterna-
tives. �ey had one last trump left in their hand: the wider interna-
tional community still needed primary schooling in English. In the 
end, Bingham began to serve families from all over the world, in-
cluding children from the communist or Muslim world. Bingham’s 
administration at least made it clear that children learned Bible vers-
es in this school, and verses they did learn. �e old saying, “a little 

72. Cumbers (1996), Terror, 189.
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child shall lead them,” was exercised in many an unlikely home. And 
so a new and fruitful ministry rose out of the ashes. 

After a short furlough in 1980, Mr. Cumbers sensed serious dis-
satisfaction among the missionaries, and talked about it with Naomi 
at night. A new threat of drought exacerbated their frustrations, for 
the government’s destruction of the missions’ infrastructure meant 
that it was di�cult for them to distribute food. How could such a 
small sta� meet the challenge? In the 1974 famine, there had been 
over 300 people and dozens of outstations to help with in the dis-
tribution. Now all that had been swept away: doctors and nurses, 
agriculturists and linguists, engineers and mechanics, Land Rovers 
and trucks, planes and airstrips—most of the mission infrastruc-
ture. Now most personnel were limited to the capital. Checkpoints 
sealed o� the countryside, where famine threat was greatest. What 
frustration! In 1981, the sta� was so small that all of them could be 
gathered into Bishoftu in one SIM Conference. �ey numbered on-
ly thirty-seven adults and ten children. Small for SIM, this was the 
largest body of expatriates left to a Protestant mission in Ethiopia.

Each mission around town lived out their own ordeal. The 
Mekane Yesus Headquarters, large and modern, was con�scated 
in November of 1981. �is was a great blow to that large body of 
believers. �e same year, the Seventh Day Adventist compounds 
at Hawassa and Shashamane were taken. Five Catholics were de-
ported in 1981. �e Mennonite o�ces were closed. �eir daughter 
church, which took the name Meserete Kristos (“Christ Foundation 
Church”), included about 5,000 believers when in 1982, all four-
teen of the Meserete Kristos churches were closed.73 Although the 
Ethiopian Orthodox churches were allowed to remain open, that 
huge Ethiopian institution was stripped of much property. On Party 
schedule, the early cooperation they’d requested of churches was giv-
ing way to systematic disposal of “the opiate of the people.”

In spite of repression of the organizational aspects of the church, 
as an “organism,” the body of Christ was burgeoning. Perhaps a line 
from Psalm 2 was applicable to the situation: “�e One enthroned 

73. See N. Hege, Beyond Our Prayers (Herald Press, 1998), 171. 
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in heaven laughs; the Lord sco�s at them.” Ethiopian Christians, 
forced underground, were not dying out, but were multiplying like 
wild�re. For example, although Pastor Kedamo Mechato’s congre-
gation in Geja Se�r (area) was repeatedly harassed, it was one which 
did remain open, while the one in which Ato Lakew Tesemma served 
as a pastor in the Gofa Se�r was closed. �e advice of Pastor Hsueh 
took hold: “Simply retool your groupings during the Marxist siege.” 
�is is how it worked: since the Party’s contrived facade for religious 
toleration allowed a few Protestant churches in Addis Ababa to hold 
services, a few buildings were open. �ose few opened their doors to 
others, often to congregations not of their own denomination, to use 
at odd times, and alternating between places. As a result, Christians 
wove back and forth among each other, eventually bonding together 
with little thought given to former denominational divisions. Many 
thought this to be one of the bene�ts of the Revolution. 

In summary of the period, missionaries were taking less leader-
ship, and nationals more, in the mission–church equation. New 
things happened. Ato Lakew and Dr. Mulatu Ba�a were surprising-
ly granted visas to Great Britain for two months, perhaps because 
the government had its eye on incoming funds. In Europe the men 
promoted the needs of the Kale Heywet Church (KHC), especially 
the now �ourishing Kale Heywet Development Program (KHDP). 
As Murray Coleman’s �eld letter in 1980 explained, “KHDP is one 
of the remaining ministries under SIM that gives our presence cred-
ibility and through which we can work in the rural areas. �e coun-
cil therefore wishes to [...] insure that a worthwhile spiritual minis-
try is incorporated with it.”74 

Ato Tekle Wolde Giorgis was now �ve years into his KHC General 
Secretaryship. Day by day, he negotiated in cases involving mission 
and church institutions in courts and jails and prisons. �e KHC 
was able to obtain a building of its own for $75,000 with the help 
of donors who wished to encourage the national church. �is move 
to a compound away from SIM’s headquarters marked a new stage 
of independence, ministry, and responsibility for the church. 

Ever increasingly, Ato Tekle was challenged to keep the delicate �-
nancial balance between KHC’s two departments: the Spiritual was 

74. Cumbers (1996), Terror, 204.
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struggling, the Development was booming. Dr. Mulatu was heading 
up the Kale Heywet Development Program, the aspect of the KHC 
which won government approval and gave increased opportunities 
to meet practical human needs. �e downside became the competi-
tion between the two. �e Spiritual Department, which shepherd-
ed Bible schools and church activities, continually struggled along 
on meager funding. On the other hand, water projects and fam-
ine relief brought in huge sums from media appeals made abroad. 
Development brought in technological equipment, disproportionate 
salaries, and thus a higher standard of living available to those who 
handled development funds. �is attractive “genie” of foreign-fund-
ed development became a source of great and unexpected problems 
which would trouble the church in future years. 

Negussie looked up at the wide sky and thanked God! Air... 
light... space... what luxuries! It was with excitement that he had 
been transferred from the crowded Interrogation Center to Kerchele, 
a big prison down in the southern part of Addis Ababa in the area 
called Akaki. Kerchele boasted an open prison yard. It was the dry 
season by then, and bright sunlight overhead could cheer prison-
ers as well as people who were free. Beware a south wind, however! 
�e slaughter house area was nearby. Its stench swept over the exer-
cise yard when the wind came from that direction. And the vultures 
which circled ominously above the general area increased the pris-
oners’ sense of feeling like prey. Never mind: the golden dome of an 
Orthodox church building within the prison grounds pointed heav-
enward, beyond the vultures. 

When the word of Negussie’s transfer came to Fantaye, her feelings 
were mixed. So many took food there, that she could slip in unno-
ticed, she felt. But Alem Bekany, as Kerchele was nicknamed, meant 
“the end of the world for me.” Will it be so for him? she wondered. 

Fantaye considered carefully how to at least get sight of Negussie. 
She knew someone from his family would regularly be sent to deliv-
er food to Negussie’s new location. Fantaye decided a Sunday would 
be the best day to make her �rst attempt. 

She had to board several busses to make connections to the 
Kerchele area to get to the prison gate that �rst Sunday morning. Her 
heart throbbed with both fear and anticipation. Trying to melt into 



190  Overcomers

the crowd of people carrying provisions, she hoped her little satchel 
of fruit �t into the scene. No one yet knew of her connection with 
Negussie, not even Almaz, his sister, who lived in Addis Ababa, and 
might well be the one carrying his food supply that morning. Could 
she avoid being noticed by Almaz? Fantaye could not claim to be a 
wife, nor a �ancée; she was just a friend. Would the authorities let 
her in? How does it work, she wondered. God help me!

She watched as people crowded up to a wire fence, while prison-
ers looked longingly from the other side for someone who had come 
for their own sake. Fantaye spotted a familiar face in the crowd: sure 
enough, Almaz. Fantaye stepped back out of sight. She watched 
while Almaz had a few moments handing Negussie his package, and 
observed her depart out the gate. �en she moved up into the front 
line and made herself noticeable, holding forth the little satchel of 
fruit. �at �rst sight of her Negussie would never forget. She took his 
breath away. �ey met only momentarily as she handed the fruit over 
the fence, but more passed between them than an onlooker could 
ever know. From that day on, the fondest expectation of Negussie’s 
week would be those few moments when they could meet each oth-
er through eye and heart, and perhaps speak a few words and be as-
sured the other was well. Fantaye’s family did not know just where 
she went each Sunday, for her church had been closed. After the 
prison stop, she attended a Bible study in a home, the low-key fel-
lowship which went unnoticed across the city. �is became the pat-
tern of her week for longer than she could have guessed. When they 
parted weekly at the fence, they asked God for comfort. At their age, 
which should have been a time of beginning, here they were meet-
ing at the end of the world.

Negussie knew better than the general public what the “end” and 
“the world” really meant and took no heed of his Alem Bekany ad-
dress. He set about cheering prison mates with whom he shared the 
compound. Some were incarcerated as criminals. Others were there 
as “politically accused,” such as himself. Here was a group of men 
badly in need of hope, and Negussie had abundant hope. What 
he had to o�er was the risen Christ. It was not that he had to talk 
much, for the man’s attitude and countenance was so di�erent from 
the norm as to bring people to him instinctively, curious to �g-
ure out why the man could still smile. It was rare to be welcomed 
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into another person’s life, someone strangely free from obsession 
with his own situation. Many prisoners had given themselves to the 
Revolutionary cause, served it energetically, but had come out on 
the short end of the continuous jockeying for power that went on. 
Being accused by another revolutionary was a bitter pill to swallow 
from a comrade. It led many to ignominy or death, just as they had 
dealt the same to others. What an ironic boomerang to ruminate 
over in the long gray prison hours. 

Negussie eventually discovered other believers among the pris-
oners, and three of them purposely teamed up for ministry with-
in the prison. Whenever they sensed a searching heart, they shared 
the tools for survival which were serving them well. �e Epistle to 
the Ephesians had taught them that God has provided the Christian 
with weapons. �eir “sword” was to be the word of God, and their 
“shield” was to be faith. Negussie and his friends were testing out 
God’s armory and by experience were proving the former to be their 
best o�ensive weapon, and the latter to be their mighty defense. One 
by one, prisoners watched these believers’ lives and saw that faith in 
the word of God truly did answer assaults on the mind and spirit. 
Most cell-mates were as imprisoned by self-absorption, anger, and 
despair, as by locked gates. 

Furthermore, each knew he might have to face “the �nal solution.” 
No one knew who would be executed, or when. �e threat was so-
bering, but it actually served people who were willing to grapple with 
ultimate issues. Were the Marxists-Leninists right, that life ends in 
the grave? Might there be life after death, as the ancient church, at 
least formally, had a�rmed? During miserable nights, haunting ques-
tions would torment: When I am shot, will I be extinct... or judged? 
What will my destination be—a senseless body eaten by worms un-
derground, as dialectical materialism teaches? Or might I �nd myself 
in heaven... or in hell... as God’s word has warned? Who can stand 
up under the scrutiny of an all-knowing and holy God? Is hope pos-
sible for me? How can I prepare to die?

Negussie’s small band shared the general su�ering of prison life on 
the physical level, but they enjoyed a freedom of spirit which tran-
scended the walls around them. �ey gave themselves to the needs 
of others, drew many into the fellowship of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
and labored to establish a strong foundation in new believers. As best 
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they could, they quietly employed the ancient means of grace: prayer 
and study of God’s word. �us, many a prisoner found a depth of be-
ing and sharing which had been unknown to him previously. Some 
eventually emerged from prison as changed people, released from 
bondage both in body and in spirit, twice free. 

�roughout his years in prison, Negussie walked through the 
valley of the shadow with some who were never released. Typical 
of these relationships was one he pursued with a certain man with 
whom he talked repeatedly. �e man stoutly refused to receive the 
message which Negussie so earnestly shared. “No,” he kept insist-
ing, “no!” But the man had no peace. He surveyed his own despair-
ing condition, so in contrast to the hope which Negussie’s life au-
thenticated. Finally, he made the choice to put his trust in the saving 
work of the Lord Jesus, the Christ. A great change began to come 
over this prisoner. Life took on a fullness he could not have believed 
could be his in such circumstances. Still, the hour of his summons 
�nally came. He went to his believing brothers and broke the news. 
“I am to be executed. Yet, amazingly, I have peace, for I know where 
I am going.” He embraced them, expecting to meet again, and took 
his place before the �ring squad. 

Remember those earlier days after you had received the light,  
when you stood your ground in a great contest in the face of su�ering. 
Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and persecution;  
at other times you stood side by side with those who were so treated. You 
sympathized with those in prison  
and joyfully accepted the con�scation of your property,  
because you knew that you yourselves  
had better and lasting possessions. 

(Hebrews 10:32–34)
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Chapter 16

GAMO GOFA: LESSONS FROM PRISON

Gamo Gofa seemed to be the area hit hard �rst. �at province 
spanned a wide, rugged area, including homelands of the Gamo and 
Gofa peoples, isolated from each other and isolated from the heart-
land by rugged land forms and ethnic diversity. Asked for their dif-
ferentiation, one Gamo just said, “�e Gofa kill, the Gamo don’t.” 
Gofas were known for raiding other ethnic groups. A prevalent cul-
tural practice was killing a human as proof of manhood, preparato-
ry to taking a wife. 

Perhaps the imprisonments Christians underwent in Gamo Gofa 
stemmed from Ali Musa. After release from one of his �rst sentenc-
es, a leader named Zacharias Tsige made the hard trip from Gofa to 
Addis Ababa to ask the KHC Central O�ce for help.75 A trip like 
that involved days of di�cult travel. Planes were expensive and tick-
ets not always available. Laps of the journey usually had to be made 
by catching an occasional public bus, riding a mule, or walking, shod 
or unshod. �e terrain was rugged, traversed by ranges and rivers. 
A traveler had to pass through foreign areas, where threat could come 
from man as well as animal. When Zacharias �nally reached the cap-
ital, Ato Tekle obtained a letter from the Ministry of Interior say-
ing that the Bulki church was permitted to hold meetings. Zacharias 
made the long trip home and demanded an interview with Ali Musa 
himself, Gamo Gofa’s Provincial Governor at the time.

“I �gured I had nothing to lose by telling him exactly how I felt,” 
Zacharias later related. I said, ‘We have been prohibited from exercis-
ing our faith in a lawful manner, our churches have been closed and 
plundered; the Christians have been scattered. We are not breaking 

75. For Zacharias’ story compare Cumbers (1995), Joy, 97f.
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any laws, and here is a letter from the Ministry of Interior to prove 
it.’ He took the letter from me and then started to curse me. ‘You 
are nothing but a lot of foreign spies. I am sending you in the cus-
tody of the police to the district where this serious crime took place. 
�at is where you are to be punished!’ ” 

Zacharias went back to prison, this time in Arba Minch, for two 
more years. �e response to his attempts to demand justice were 
typical of the treatment given to appeals. �roughout Gamo Gofa, 
arrests increased. Christians originating in various ethnic groups 
learned to know each other in prison. �ree men whose experienc-
es were intertwined in the growing “prison fellowship” were Degu, 
an Aari; Bassa, a Gamo from the Kucha area; and Ato Tesfaye, the 
Gamo who had taken up leadership again at Chencha after his years 
at Grace Bible Institute. Each has a unique but related story.

Degu was a gentle person, an Aari among the Gofas. Degu meant 
“the good one.” He had been born to a cruel father known as “clev-
er in doing evil” and therefore bore a Gofa name which meant “the 
bad one.” �e son was �rst reached for Christ by an Aari evangelist, 
initially through a picture tract which demonstrated “Two Ways.” 

DEGU DEKLAABO (ADDIS ABABA, 1994)
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Hungry to learn, Degu Deklaabo mastered the Amharic alphabet 
within a couple of weeks, and virtually taught himself to read. He 
was directed to Jesus’ story of the “two ways” in Matthew, and soon 
publicly testi�ed to believing. �e very next Sunday he was pushed 
forward as a leader in the church. Could he not actually read the 
Scriptures to them? A rare ability! Degu worked in the �elds all day 
and began to teach children to read by �relight each evening. �e 
national evangelist gave Degu a clear-cut assignment: “Pray, read 
verses, explain them to the children, pray again, then teach the al-
phabet.” With the incentive of leadership, Degu was pushed to grow. 

Eventually his hunger for the things of God led him up the moun-
tain to the mission station, to enroll in the Bake Bible School. �ere 
the handsome young Degu met a student named Almaz, a young 
woman of homely countenance but beautiful spirit. When about 
twenty-four, he chose this deeply spiritual woman as his wife. �eirs 
was truly a love relationship, not generally the case with Ethiopian 
marriage patterns. Soon a little girl was born to the happy couple, 
just as the Revolution began up in Addis Ababa. By then Degu had 
become president of the Aari body of believers.

Quite quickly, the new regime reached out and touched the re-
motest corners of the realm. Because she could read, Almaz was cho-
sen as secretary for the women’s division of the Farmers Union. At 
their �rst leaders’ meeting, a mildly intoxicating drink was given to 
the women, with the leader’s apology, “When we go to Jinka we’ll 
have tella to drink!”—stronger spirits. Almaz perceived this small de-
tail in Party requirements to be indicative of the future. Strong pres-
sure was regularly put upon abstainers, for drinking was considered 
to be a mark of submission to the Party. Almaz went home to Degu 
and wept. She had developed a passion for reaching the Banna, a 
�erce group in Gamo Gofa to whom the Wolaitta evangelist, Ato 
Mahey Choramo (aka Ato Mahare), was taking co-workers. “I want-
ed to go to the Bannas with the gospel. Rather than being forced to 
give my body over to intoxication, may the Lord take my soul!” Degu 
insisted, “No, no, we must pray, we must talk this over.” 

Almaz began to be sick with what was eventually identi�ed as tu-
berculosis. She seemed to know it would be fatal. “My clothes are to 
go to the evangelists’ wives” she said. Degu anxiously cared for her. 
Two months after the Farmers Union meeting, she gave birth. But 
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before she’d even taken the baby to the breast, she died in Degu’s 
arms. 

Degu was inconsolable. �eir relationship had been unusually 
tender. He remembered how when he’d come back from his work, 
she’d tenderly hugged and kissed him. “When Almaz was buried,” 
he said later, “I knew nothing. I was overcome with grief, from the 
time they took the body until they returned.” 

In great distress, Degu begged, “Just let me go out to the desert 
and witness for the Lord.” �e elders judged that he would better re-
cover by going to the upper level Bible School way over in Chencha, 
and sent him there in 1978. Ato Tesfaye Tole had �nished at Grace 
Bible Institute and was teaching at Chencha again. Within three 
months, however, the government closed down the school. 

Before going home, Degu traveled to Addis Ababa. In those years, 
men like Degu were indispensable to mission linguists, for they were 
trying frantically to complete the Key Scripture translations in many 
languages before being forced to leave. Degu was one who traveled 
up to Addis Ababa from time to time to secretly help with the Aari 
translation. When the Chencha school was closed, he traveled to his 
linguistic colleague Ruth Cremer in Addis Ababa, and then started 
back to Chencha to try to pick up his belongings before making the 
long trip home to Jinka. 

At one of the checkpoints, his baggage was searched. Guards dis-
covered an audio tape of a popular Christian singer. Degu hadn’t even 
thought of the implications of the title or the picture on the cover. 
�e guards, however, eager to fault an evangelical, decided the tape 
was treasonous. �e Amharic caption, translated, meant “�rough 
our gospel the whole world will yet be conquered.” Furthermore, 
the picture showed a man with his right �st held high. �e accepted 
way to show allegiance to Revolutionary Ethiopia was to raise the left 
�rst. �e right �st was construed, in contrast, to mean allegiance to 
American imperialism. Furthermore, Degu was carrying a Bible—a 
sure sign of propagating religious teaching and not cooperating with 
the government. “We’ve just put out the white Americans and here 
this ‘black American’ is giving us trouble,” the cadres grumbled. 

Adding other trumped up changes, they arrested him and sent 
him to prison in Jinka. Other Aari and also Maale believers (the 
two main groups in the region) were detained there, and in other 
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locations. It was di�cult for church families to deliver food to all 
these places. In times of drought, small children especially su�ered 
lack of food, including Degu’s two little girls, motherless, and now 
it seemed, fatherless too. 

A second of the three men whose experiences tied together was 
Bassa Dea, a Kucha church leader in Gamo, many hours’ walk north-
west of Chencha. As Marxism-Leninism had crept into Ethiopia, 
Bassa had listened and watched and taken steps to inform him-
self. He’d paid the large sum of 20 Birr for a contraband copy of 
Wurmbrand’s book from Romania and had obtained another about 
catacomb times under the Roman emperor Nero (reigned 54–68 
AD). He could see where Ethiopia was heading, and where that 
would put believers. 

When the news of Degu’s incarceration in Gofa somehow got 
to Bassa, he managed to �y all the way to Jinka to visit Degu in 
prison. �e two friends embraced, Degu about thirty, tall, square-
jawed yet gentle; Bassa around thirty-�ve, muscular, with Roman 
nose and broad forehead. �e older brother brought a gift of food 
and kindly encouraged Degu. Before he left, Bassa con�ded his 

BASSA DEA (JINKA, 1994)
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own premonition that he was about to be arrested. As he was about 
to go, Bassa remarked, “I’d like to have a food basket like that �ne 
one you have when I’m in prison!” It was made locally out of tight-
ly woven grass, with a hinged lid. Degu sent someone to �nd one in 
the local market. “God be with you,” they prayed as they embraced 
and parted. �ree days after Bassa’s return home carrying the bas-
ket, he was arrested in Kucha. He was kept there twenty-two days, 
then two months in another town, before being moved to deten-
tion in Chencha. 

As a youth, Bassa had come to the Lord out of a kalicha family—
people who practiced a type of witchcraft which involved “reading” 
messages in goat intestines. Eventually he’d married a believer, and 
after elementary and Bible school training, had become the Bible 
School teacher in Kucha. In the late seventies he’d played an admin-
istrative role with missionaries, traveling by plane with Malcolm 
Hunter. “Sometimes the Lord brings you up, sometimes down,” he 
used to chuckle, referring to demotion from air to foot travel, when 
the missionaries left. Bassa had daughters old enough to carry food 
to the prison. When his case came up, the authorities called it “be-
yond their authority” and said they were sending him to the higher 
regional subdivision. �ey surprised him with a ten-day leave before 
the transfer to Chencha, and cheered him with the prediction that 
Ali Musa would likely kill him there. 

Back home, Bassa found his children sick with whooping cough. 
The youngest, not yet one, hung near death. He and his wife, 
Wudenesh (meaning “she is precious”), took the baby to a clinic. “Go 
to Soddo Hospital,” they were told. �e long journey involved cross-
ing a river. “Just after the crossing, the baby died in my arms,” Bassa 
later recounted. “We stopped under the shade of a tree and realized 
she was surely dead. We prayed, and turned back. At the clinic, a 
worker buried the body. We walked the two hours to our home, talk-
ing. We’d never had a death in our immediate family before. I was 
a Bible School teacher, a church leader, and a pastor too. I’d taught 
my people not to cry at funerals, but rather to testify: ‘Don’t cry for 
me, cry for yourself, unbelievers, cry not for the dead.’ I said to my 
wife, ‘Now this is our turn. �ere will be no moaning, no crying.’ 
Hard as it was, we dressed in good clothes, sat on a bench, and greet-
ed people who came. 
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When the ten days were over, I didn’t dare tell my oldest daughter 
I was going too far away for them to bring me food. She loved me 
so very much. She’ll die if I tell them, I thought. I gave them gifts as 
we parted at the police station.” 

At Chencha prison, he found himself among about 400 detain-
ees, many of whom were Christians. Some were women. Bassa was 
assigned to carry cattle feed from the prison to the town. Two pris-
oners had to carry a quintal load (220 pounds) on two sticks extend-
ed between their shoulders. “I wasn’t used to such loads,” Bassa re-
counted later, “and I could hardly stand it. I became so tired and so 
sick I was almost ready to die. Guards accused me, saying ‘�is Pente 
won’t work!’ �e chief reassigned me to the stump detail. Digging 
up huge eucalyptus stumps was a favorite assignment for Christians. 
We were forced to work seven days a week, not allowed to rest every 
other day, like the common criminals. We felt like the Hebrews un-
der Pharaoh. Old dry stumps were not as tough as newly cut ones. 
I still remember a brother interceding to get me an easier one.”

When bassa got to Chencha prison, who would he �nd incarcer-
ated there but the �ery Ato Tesfaye Tole and eight local elders. In 
the long hours, Tesfaye thought back over his transformed life. He 
had been rescued from the idol worship his family practiced. Before 
he’d heard anything of Jesus, the lad had a dream two or three times 
when he was about twelve, in which he heard strange music, not the 
local kind he’d always known. Years later this dream became a con-
�rmation to him when he �rst heard accordion and organ music at 
the mission. His introduction to the gospel came through a Wolaitta 
evangelist who came to his area, who taught the young Tesfaye to 
read, and led him into the Scriptures. When a few believed, resistance 
from the local population arose. �ey drove the believers out of their 
homes, plundered, beat, and jailed them. All but about ten turned 
back. Tesfaye had to �ee, so walked a full day to Chencha, where 
missionaries gave him work. He entered the elementary school, lat-
er became a teacher, and eventually married Asteer. When he’d at-
tended Grace Bible Institute, she cared for the children at home. 

At forty-four when captured, Tesfaye had a long history with mis-
sionaries and major leadership among the Chencha believers. �e �-
ery leader refused to hand over church property to cadres, and sixteen 
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elders were arrested over the matter. �eir homes and churches were 
promptly plundered. Two of the sixteen were Tesfaye’s brothers-in-
law. Some were simple farmers and were soon allowed to leave, but 
eight remained jailed. It wasn’t that Tesfaye was taken by surprise by 
the new political situation. He’d heard Roy Wisner and Howie Brant 
and Pastor Kedamo’s warnings. He’d read Wurmbrand’s Tortured for 
Christ. He’d struggled along with Malcolm Hunter’s case a couple 
of years before, with its implications for the church. 

Tesfaye had been reminded that biblical precedents apply to mod-
ern believers, too. He recalled responding to a clarion call to stand 
�rm, a call delivered in music. He’d attended a concert in Arba 
Minch given by a man with his own �rst name, Tesfaye Gabiso, a 
well-known musician from Gedeo province. One song voiced words 
as if those of Daniel in the time of King Nebuchadnezzar. “I will nev-
er fall down and worship the golden image! I will never bow down!”76 

76. See Daniel 3 for the story of the golden image to which Tesfaye Gabiso 

TESFAYE TOLE (ADDIS ABABA, 1994)
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Ato Tesfaye would quote the song emphatically, his �st striking agree-
ment for himself, in his times. (�e singer was soon arrested and was 
tortured terribly during his seven years in various prisons.) 

Cadres ordered local people to refrain from helping either the 
Chencha prisoners or their families. �e believers secretly left sacks 
of grain at Asteer’s door, and the Central O�ce in the capital some-
times sent small sums to prisoners’ families, so they were not com-
pletely destitute. �e prisoners’ wives purposefully dressed in their 
most “digni�ed citizen” clothing to walk to the jail on the edge of 
Chencha market. Guards took their food parcels, allowed just twice 
a week, but wouldn’t let them visit their loved ones. 

Later, Tesfaye would admit that early in his imprisonment, a spir-
it of bitterness began smoldering in his heart. �e prison was dis-
mal, enclosed by bamboo fences surrounding about ten cells built 
around an open court. �e whole compound was located in a de-
pressed area, surrounded by huge old eucalyptus trees, so prisoners 
could see little beyond the walls. �e rainy seasons were the most 
miserable, with the rain and mud and cold at Chencha mountain’s 
altitude of around 8,000 feet. Bedbugs, lice, mice and ticks made a 
night’s sleep almost impossible. 

At home, Asteer struggled to be mother and father to nine. �e 
delivery of her tenth child became so di�cult that she had to be tak-
en to the Chencha hospital. �ey named the baby Tageleny —which 
meant “he struggled me” or “my life is a struggle.” Ethiopian names, 
like Biblical ones, often tell a story. 

One time Tesfaye and the elders were put to work digging a 
huge trench. “We have them digging their own grave,” the tormen-
tors used to tell the men’s families, causing them much pain and 
fear. Even the children had to face persecution. Tesfaye’s oldest son, 
�eophilos, along with other youth, was forced to hobble painfully 
on rocky paths on their elbows and knees to humiliate, injure, and 
exhaust them. “Why has all this happened,” the father questioned, 
“not just to me and my family, but to all the church people?” His 
faith was wavering. All the attempts to get released, the letters to 
Addis Ababa, all came to nothing. Baka! (“enough!”) he said to the 
Lord, tempted to give up. 

referred in his song.
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Strangely then, it seemed that his heart began healing, after giving 
up his own e�orts to �nd a way out. �e invisible bond grew between 
the believers as they shouldered their tasks together. When Bassa was 
sent from Kucha to the same prison where the eight Chencha elders 
were held, they warmly took him in. �ey organized a way to pass 
around the scripture they secretly had, hiding it in mats they made 
from grass they collected to protect themselves when trying to sleep 
with no beds on the damp ground. Talking much wasn’t allowed, 
but during stump digging, they would enjoy their most uninter-
rupted chance for fellowship. Only the Christians were assigned to 
this hard task and were trusted to work hard without supervision. 
�erefore, they could at least talk among themselves. �e warmth of 
their deepening fellowship with each other and the Lord was what 
they best remembered after the ordeal was over. 

�e men stood together when ordered to sign a “confession paper” 
which asked forgiveness for their “crimes” to secure release. �ey set-
tled upon a standard answer to such pressuring: “We have not done 
anything wrong; we know that what we believe is right. �e govern-
ment is in the wrong and we will �le suit against them if we are ev-
er released. Our property and the church property has been illegally 
con�scated and we want it back.” �e other prisoners were aston-
ished to hear them say such things. �e prison o�cials showed some 
anxiety at their con�dence, supposing they had in�uential friends in 
high places. “Of course we had the most in�uential friend of all—
the Almighty God, our Father!” the believers a�rmed.

At one point, execution seemed imminent, but a strange thing hap-
pened. �e weird story even reached the ears of the prisoners one day, 
it traveled so fast. Gamo Gofa had been terrorized by Ali Musa, the 
man who was known for burying people alive at Shashamane. For 
some reason, the man bitterly hated believers, and vowed to “elimi-
nate” them. Traveling to Chencha to see that the believers were ex-
ecuted, he was stopped on the way by an employee friend from the 
Ministry of Agriculture. �at man was also extremely anti-Chris-
tian and had boasted that “today is the last day for the Pentes of 
this area.” �e Agriculture employee wanted Ali Musa to make one 
stop and see a sophisticated irrigation system he’d designed, involv-
ing a watering hole. He jumped into the water to demonstrate the 
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e�ectiveness of his invention, but he disappeared under the surface 
for a long time. Had he become entangled in weeds? His hand ap-
peared in the air for a moment, then disappeared again. �ey called 
a swimmer to drag the man out, but he was unsuccessful. Even the 
governor himself reached into the murky depths to try to locate him. 
Shocked and distressed at this catastrophe, Ali Musa turned around 
and drove back to Arba Minch. Before he could remount his blood-
thirsty campaign, a government order came out stating it was illegal 
to execute people without proper processes being carried out. �e 
believers praised God for this mysterious intervention. 

Unbelieving prisoners who saw these happenings and watched 
the lives of the believers. �ey wondered. Later, some confessed that 
it was the Christians’ patience under su�ering which ba¹ed them. 
�eir changeless strength and consistency made them ponder. �ey 
had stood �rm. Some watched to see whether the Christians would 
be killed as expected, and admitted they were reserving judgment on 
the reality of God in relationship to whether these men were defeated 
or delivered. In later years, some of the very cadre antagonists who 
had tormented them came to the Lord, testifying that it was the lives 
of the eight which had made them consider the truth about God.

One day in 1980, Ato Tekle Wolde Giorgis in his KHC o�ce in 
Addis Ababa received a messenger bearing a note smuggled out from 
Tesfaye in Chencha. He unfolded the stained note. What code had 
his dear old friend selected to summarize his message? Only a verse 
and a short statement. Tekle studied the six words, trying to perceive 
what Tesfaye meant to convey. In the future, Ato Tekle would share 
what that message brought home to him, over and over again, to 
encourage others in their hour of trial. Tesfaye’s six words were sim-
ply: “We are in prison for good.” Not for evil, not for hurt, not for 
loss, but in reality, for good.

When Tesfaye was �nally released, the prison years were not the 
end of his testing, for as a key �gure among the Chencha believers, 
he continued to be harassed and threatened with arrest. �at trans-
lated into having to stay out of the area from time to time, moving 
about like a fugitive and being separated from his family. He was 
much used of God, however, teaching and counseling in other loca-
tions. “God worked in our lives in ways that proved to me,” Tesfaye 
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said, “that He was working all things together for good, just as He’d 
promised in the book of Romans” (chapter 8:28–29). �at con�-
dence served Tesfaye well as he lived out the di�cult years which 
were to follow. 

Degu, too, would see the hand of God strangely using his per-
sonal tragedies for good in the next few years. After his release from 
the Jinka prison, another loss rocked the man. Fellow believers had 
tried to help his children. Terefe Alsi, another Aari who worked on 
the Key Scriptures, was arrested for transporting Bibles on his way 
home from Addis Ababa. He was carrying some little clothes for 
Degu’s children, as well. It was too late. �ey’d been so poorly fed 
during Degu’s imprisonment with no mother, that soon after their 
father’s release, both little girls fell prey to illness and died. 

�ere was a redeeming sequel, however. �e man who had ac-
cused Degu of being “a black American” and had arrested him, lat-
er returned to the Lord. He had turned his back on Christ and on 
the believers during the Revolution, but repented later. “Whenever 
he sees me, he weeps and says he is sorry,” Degu related this to Ruth 
Cremer. He actually sympathized with this ex-Marxist who seemed 
to hold himself responsible for the deaths of Degu’s two daughters. 
Degu genuinely forgave and accepted the old enemy. Knowing they 
were mutual sinners before God, Degu could rejoice over this par-
ticular man’s having entered the fellowship of those “justi�ed free-
ly by his [God’s] grace through the redemption that came by Christ 
Jesus” (Romans 3:24). 

Bassa would also come to count his season in prison as blessed. 
He said he got angry in the early days of his imprisonment, and then 
began to work it through with the Lord. “I remembered we hadn’t 
su�ered like Christ did. When you are training a donkey, you load 
it with leaves �rst. Later you load on a heavier burden. We load the 
donkey to teach it, loading it for learning. I began to take my load 
as a matter of training.” Bassa came more alive to the Lord day by 
day as he experienced the warm brotherhood among the men with 
whom he was sharing this spiritual training there in Chencha pris-
on. When asked what meant the very most to him about that time, 
he passionately a�rms, “I took comfort not to be su�ering impris-
onment as a criminal, but for Christ, Himself. As the Spirit of God 
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encourages us in the book of James [chapter 1:2], I came to truly 
‘count it all joy’.” 

�ose who sow in tears will reap with songs of joy.  
He who goes out weeping, carrying seed to sow,  
will return with songs of joy, carrying sheaves with him. 

(Psalm 126:5-6)
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Chapter 17

WOLAITTA: WINDS OF TESTING, 
WINDS OF POWER

This letter from Ethiopia addressed to Dick McClellan, veteran 
missionary to Wolaitta and Gamo Gofa, reached Dick in Australia: 

Greetings. I want to give you this news urgently, but I don’t know if 
it will reach you. �e future is so uncertain. I am writing this secretly 
at 3 AM, thinking that this could be my last letter, but God knows all 
things. We are praising Him (and you rejoice too!) that His word is be-
ing ful�lled in us.
Tomorrow I go to prison, with �ve other teachers including two girls. We 
never know if and when we will be released. Many of the Soddo church 
young people’s singing group are already in prison. Yohannes Bosana was 
forced to �ee to his home area on the other side of the mountain, but 
they have sent people to look for him there. �e accusation is that the 
Christians are enemies of the Revolution if they don’t shout the slogans 
of the Marxists and curse the enemies of the communists. And God’s 
Word has come true in that the believers are divided. Over half of our 
Christian brothers say that it is OK to obey the government edict, but 
we take our stand on James 3:9–12 and insist that God’s Word does not 
allow us to curse. Some church leaders have also joined the accusers and 
caused hundreds of young people to be taken into custody. �ose seized 
have been beaten by clubs and whipped until their blood �ows like wa-
ter. �e cadres force the prisoners by torturing them to say: ‘�e Bible 
is an imperialist book. Down with the Bible. Destroy it.’ 
In Arba Minch all the churches are closed. Our town church was closed 
last week. Ato Waja Kabeto was taken in chains from Bulki to Arba 
Minch and three large vehicles �lled with chained believers also went 
to prison there. �ese people seek us out, just to imprison and torture 
us; they have permission even to kill us. �erefore, it is as the Apostle 
Paul said, “If we remain it is glory to God; if we die it is gain to us.” 
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Our country is very troubled and shaking. �erefore our prayer is for 
God to show His hand and do some marvelous miracles. AND YOU, 
PLEASE PRAY FOR US.
Truly, thoughts come on top of thoughts. We are weary but the Lord is 
working even now. We are distressed that some elders have gone with 
the world. Some fear persecution so they compromise, but we will be 
faithful unto death. PLEASE PRAY. 

Your son, Eremiyas [Borko]77  

By such messages the larger body of Christ was called to prayer, in 
this case, especially for the spiritual battle going on in the church of 
Wolaitta. Could it be that Wolaitta, of all churches—the founding 
fathers who had sent evangelists with the word of God all over Gamo 
Gofa!—was now caught in the devices of the Enemy?

Yes, it was true. Son of Daanna Meja, one of the �rst Wolaitta 
believers, Markina Meja was a leading elder during the Revolution 
years, but experienced many a heartbreak. Markina was tall and had 
a way of looking down with kindness upon the one with whom he 
spoke, answering slowly with measured thoughtfulness. He was of-
ten questioned about Wolaitta. With unhidden pain, he confessed 
the problem that internal divisions had done much more damage to 
the church than attacks from unbelievers on the outside. 

�e Wolaitta church seemed to enter the Derg years in a spiritu-
ally unhealthy state, unprepared to stand as one man in the face of 
clever strategies brought to bear from within and without. Divisions 
occurred between competing leaders, between the generations, and 
between principle and compromise. �ese cracks in spiritual armor 
made the Wolaitta church highly vulnerable to the devices used 
against this oldest and largest church body among the Kale Heywet 
congregations. 

Nevertheless, God does discipline his true sons. He sometimes 
corrects his people through “severe mercies” wrought out by un-
witting participants. �e most sweeping of these prunings caught 
the believers’ full attention when all churches which were still open, 
among the 728 in the province, were ordered closed in one day. 
It was as if judgment had fallen on the church like a thunderbolt. 

77. Cumbers (1995), Joy, 108f.
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It struck in 1983 and its e�ect lasted for years, forcing the church 
underground. 

Although the record of the Wolaitta church was spotty during this 
season of leanness of soul, often a single individual stood �rm and 
God established a precedent. For example, one of the �rst precedents 
fought for and won involved the believers’ long-exercised practice 
of witnessing at the time of a burial. Such occasions gave a power-
ful message to the majority who were living without hope and were 
�lled with fear of Satan and evil spirits especially in times of bereave-
ment. Unbelieving neighbors in a communal society would not stay 
away from a funeral, and so a lekso (communal bereavement process) 
might provide their main exposure to the spoken gospel. A usual lek-
so (literally “weeping”) stood in stark contrast to a believers’ lekso, 
manifesting frenzied grief in contrast to quiet peace. 

Even in a city atmosphere, the contrast could be marked. Ato 
Lakew Tesemma, John Cumbers’ colleague, used to tell how he’d 
drop into a public lekso tent in Addis Ababa and quietly ask one of 
the distraught mourners, “Is the dear man now... in heaven or in 
hell?” “How should I know?!” was usually the amazed reply. “Oh, 
but we should know, we can know,” Lakew would kindly respond. If 
the person showed interest, Lakew would begin to show how, from 
the word of God. Ato Lakew was obviously such a sincere gentleman 
that his unconventional approach often proved fruitful. 

Down in wolaitta, the burial issue arose early in the Marxist-
Leninist period. A pastor in Wolaitta died, and the cadres went on 
the o�ensive, forbidding a Christian burial service. �e pastor’s 
daughter was adamant in her protest: “You may not bury my fa-
ther until we have had a service of prayer, praise and singing to the 
Lord.” In fact, she stood on top of the co�n and said that if they 
refused to permit the customary service, she would be buried with 
her father’s co�n. For six days the battle line was drawn, and the 
body remained unburied. (Since embalming was not the custom, a 
corpse was always buried within a day.) �e area’s government o�-
cers were consulted and eventually came to discuss the shocking sit-
uation with local o�cials. �e believers won the day. A witness was 
maintained which set a pattern for future believers’ funerals in that 
district. In fact, such services, along with weddings, were often the 
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only vehicle left for the spoken word to reach unbelievers after the 
churches were closed. 

Weddings were the “churchless” church’s other prime opportunity. 
During the struggle over freedom for public witness through wed-
dings, one wedding went down in history in Wolaitta. Gam’a and 
Amarech’s marriage was scheduled secretly, and held at 3:00 in the 
morning. Weddings aren’t quick things in Ethiopia, and it was about 
6 AM by the time Pastor Yohannes Bosana had delivered his message 
and was ready to proclaim the couple husband and wife. Suddenly, 
the house became surrounded by soldiers.78 �e bridegroom and the 
choir were all arrested, along with one particularly beloved guest, 
Ato Wandaro. A soldier barked at Wandaro, “You decrepit old man, 
isn’t it better for you to die, or do something useful, rather than to 
be mixed up with all this religious nonsense?”

Wandaro Dabaro was one of the �rst Wolaitta believers, an elder 
of gentle nature who had literally won the people of his mountain to 
the Lord. Humbo Mountain with its slender, cone-shaped summit, 
would before long see one of the most exalted funerals ever known 
in Wolaitta, when Wandaro went to be with his Lord. But for now, 
the dear old saint was still working his �elds and lovingly encour-
aging the youth. Ever smiling, Wandaro’s now dimming eyes were 
framed by wrinkles. In the Wolaitta church’s struggle between young 
and old Christians over the cursing issue, Wandaro had stood un-
compromisingly with the young. 

Wandaro went to prison with the bridal party, and it was two 
months before they were all released. Meanwhile the bride had been 
allowed to wait at her father’s house. Authorities were prevailed upon 
to allow the couple to �nish their vows. Rather than choosing secre-
cy this time, the group reconvened for the ceremony in the day time 
and afterward toured around town in cars and on motorcycles (rare 
to own, and probably borrowed), singing and testifying to the great-
ness of God. Soddo was a big town, surrounded by a dense popula-
tion living in tin-roofed or “haystack” grass homes amid small plots 
of corn and ensete. Never mind the absence of phones: word travels 
fast. �at was one wedding the whole area would long remember! 

78. Yohannes was the �rst seized—one of many arrests for this spirited man who 
would go on to lead the youth movement in Addis Ababa in later years.
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Sometimes god strengthened individual believers through 
dreams. Seta Wotango had a number of such experiences. �is young 
man had grown up on Humbo Mountain and was a leader of the 
Wolaitta youth movement. In 1975, young people were joining the 
church like a �ood. “At �rst we believers received the Revolution with 
joy,” Seta recalls, “and cooperated enthusiastically in kebele govern-
ment. �e government had given the impression that there would 
be complete freedom to practice religion. But then false teachers en-
tered our district. ‘�ere is no God,’ was the communistic teaching 
which began to cover Ethiopia like a cloud.” 

�e situation Seta described was repeated throughout the prov-
inces. Christians began to be accused. New prohibitions forbade the 
crossing from one kebele to another for a religious meeting. Citizens 
were ordered to parrot slogans like “Down with capitalism”... “Down 
with feudalism”... and even “Down with Jesus!” When some refused 
to comply with such demands, their boldness brought down trou-
ble on the churches. Young people were whipped and put in prison. 
It was usually the older Christians who urged the young to stay in 
line to avoid trouble. 

As a teacher in a government school, Seta said he was caught in 
the middle. He decided to testify to God on the students’ behalf, 
and his own as well. 

�is frankness brought me into sharp con�ict with the teachers associ-
ation, who accused me of poisoning the minds of the younger genera-
tion. I was branded as an enemy of the people. �en one day I had a 
dream. In my dream I was having a discussion with the other teachers 
on the 14th �oor of a building. I told them, “Rather than discuss with 
you I’ll jump out of the window.” So in my dream, I did. On the way 
down I saw a young tree and grasped it. Slowly it let me down to the 
ground and then resumed its upright position. I puzzled as to what this 
dream could mean. [...]
Soon afterwards, the monthly discussion forum of the teachers associa-
tion came around. �e leader started by expounding on the evolution of 
man. “Four gasses came together, and they amalgamated to produce the 
�rst form of life on earth. �is in turn evolved into an animal and even-
tually into a man.” Somebody asked what is the relation between plant 
life and animal life. Nobody had an opinion on that one until a certain 
man produced a Bible and began to read the Genesis story of creation. 
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�e whole meeting burst into laughter. At this I felt very sorry for the 
man and was convicted that I had sat quiet for too long. So I raised my 
hand and said, “�e Bible is the Word of God. In this world there are 
two kinds of people—materialists and idealists. Some of you here belong 
in one group; some in the other. Each has his own explanation of life, 
supporters, and book of reference. My conviction is that wisdom and 
understanding can only come from God’s Word. �erefore I am sorry 
to hear you laugh at the man who read from the Bible.”
I sat down and thought to myself, “Now I will be arrested and impris-
oned.” But �ve of the people whom I assumed to be my opponents 
said, “What he has said is true.” I was amazed; but even more surprised 
that I walked out without being seized. Now I understood the meaning 
of the dream in which the sapling let me gently down to the ground.79

Seta seemed almost to be raised from the dead once. He escaped from 
various other situations, but eventually a thousand people from the 
farmers association were ordered to gather around a building where 

79. See Cumbers (1995), Joy, 121f. 

SETA WOTANGO (SODDO, 1994)
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Seta was inside and yell “Let the Red Terror spread! Death to Seta!” 
When Seta appeared outside, the mob attacked him with sticks and 
violent kicking. When he �nally went unconscious, they left him 
for dead. Relatives were called to bury him. To their amazement and 
his, life returned to his body. Weeks later when he was able to walk, 
he began to seek employment. Work was denied the “Pente” and he 
felt brought very low. 

Believers lived through many a di�cult experience together. On 
the fateful night of Gam’a and Amarech’s wedding, Seta was there, 
and ended up in prison with the bridegroom, wedding party, and 
his dear old mentor, Wandaro. Even after the wedding was �nally 
completed two months later, and their de�ant point made by pub-
lic celebration in Soddo town, Seta and many others went to jail re-
peatedly. Yohannes Bosana was incarcerated over and over again for 
his preaching and gifted singing, or due to the false accusation that 
he was a paci�st. Sometimes he would disappear for months, and 
when asked later where he’d been, he’d reply with a twinkle in his 
eye, “I’ve been a guest of the government.” 

Meanwhile, devout people prayed, especially the women. A num-
ber of Wolaitta’s �rst women believers had worked years before 
along with one of the �rst Soddo missionaries, Selma Bergsten. 
During Derg days, these women were still quietly undergirding the 
Wolaitta church with prayer, fasting, and support to the evangelists 
in Gamo Gofa.80 Wandaro’s wife, Buchay, said they prayed in small 
groups for many hours each week during those days, mostly in se-
cret at night. Behind the scenes, prayer strengthened earnest young 
stalwarts like Seta. 

Missionaries played their part in Wolaitta’s Christian community, 
too. �ey kept the wider church alerted to pray. Although the activ-
ities of most mission stations had been closed down, Soddo seemed 
to experience some slight immunity. Two or three foreign couples 
were allowed to stay. Linguistics was one area which won approval 
from the socialist government, so Bruce and Betty Adams were able 
to stay on and teach literacy, concurrently doing a valuable piece of 

80. Stories of people like Balotay, Wandaro, and Daanna Meja were related by 
Selma Bergsten to Raymond Davis for creating the book, Davis (1966), Fire. Miss 
Bergsten had been among the original party which reached Soddo in 1927.
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work translating the Wolaitta Scriptures. Alex and �eresia Fellows 
were allowed to base at the old Soddo station and move about some 
in Gamo Gofa. Paul Balisky for a time supervised a handicraft school 
which brought him to Soddo for monthly visits from Addis Ababa. 
�us all missionary ties to the southern region were not broken. 

Markina meja kept a record of remarkable instances which demon-
strated God’s power.81 Power is the faith battle in much of Africa. In 
the West, the question of truth has been focal. In Africa, the press-
ing question is, where can we get the power to protect us against evil, 
illness, and death? Traditional religions generally work on the basis 
of appeasement—“paying” (through witch doctors) Satan and evil 
spirits to keep away. �ose who discover that God is stronger than 
Satan, and that He is for them, rather than against them, often re-
spond dramatically. �e issue is one of power. 

During the Derg days, God frequently shook Wolaitta, as if by 
the nape of the neck, through unusual manifestations of His pow-
er. Wake up! See Who is really in control, He seemed to be saying. 
Markina recorded instances of the hand of God getting the com-
munity’s attention through strange happenings involving nature. 
One example:

�e kebele’s standard operating procedure was to steal all the roo�ng tin 
from the churches and use it to cover the schools. In the Kindo Koysha 
district, a whirlwind came and ripped out the corrugated iron which had 
been the church’s, depositing it some distance away. It was considerably 
bent, but the kebele leader ordered the people to collect it and to build 
a kitchen with it. Another whirlwind picked up the same iron and laid 
it at the side of the mountain. Again the leader commanded the people, 
“Go and collect the iron.” �ey retorted, “�is is God’s iron, we’re not 
touching it again. You go and get it!” 

One of the most chilling episodes was con�rmed by a number of 
witnesses. It happened at a church built on land given by a farmer 
named Ato Fancho, whose blind son was an evangelist. Markina re-
cords the story: 

81. See Markina Meja, Unbroken Covenant with God (Guardian Books, 2008).



Wolaitta 215  

In the Bassoro district two cadres took the corrugated iron o� the 
Shom’olo church roof and used it for roo�ng a school. �en for some 
reason they returned to the shell of a church and found the believers col-
lecting money for the work of the evangelists. �ey said “We need this 
money for the work of the Communist Young People’s Movement.” One 
of the believers countered that with, “I have given ten Birr to the work 
of the Lord, how much are you willing to give to the Communist Young 
People’s Movement?” One of the cadres retorted, “And I have put Jesus 
out of the church and instead have installed Mao, Marx and Lenin!” 
�en the two cadres turned and left, abandoning the idea of collecting 
the o�erings of the church. 
�e third day after this was market day, and the senior man of the two 
cadres had too much to drink. Upon his return from the market late at 
night, he fell down in a stupor by the roadside. Hyenas consumed much 
of his body, but his fellow-cadres were able to identify him by recog-
nizing a scar on a �nger of his left hand. (Left was signi�cant to people 
who reported this, for it was the left �st which was always raised to sig-
nify Marxist solidarity.) Furthermore, the second man was struck by a 
disease which caused his body to swell. After a time of much su�ering 
and pain, he also died. 

MARKINA MEJA (SODDO, 1994)
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Another Wolaitta report: 

�ree cadres riding a public bus were playing communist parodies of 
Christian hymns with an accordion they’d con�scated from a church. 
“Let Mao and Marx and Lenin live forever! �eir words will never grow 
old,” they sang with triumphant bravado. A believer on the bus said if 
they didn’t stop, he’d get o�. “You stupid Pente,” sneered one, “go ahead 
and get o�—that should worry us!” Before the objector could dismount, 
the driver failed to negotiate a turn and the bus went over a low cli�. 
�e believer escaped harm, but of the three cadres, one was injured and 
two killed, including the singer. �e pair were buried in the same grave. 

Sometimes the hand of God seemed to move through healings. 
One report was of a girl who had a “dumb spirit.” Spiritual bondag-
es similar to those evident in the time of Christ are commonly seen 
in Ethiopia in our century: spiritually-induced epilepsy, manifesta-
tions of deaf or dumb spirits, demon possession, and the like. Local 
people clearly distinguish these cases from physical impairments or 
insanity. Markina recorded: “�is girl with the dumb spirit joined 
others who wanted to believe in Christ. She stretched out her hand 
to testify that she had received Christ, and as she lowered her hand 
she was able to speak again.” 

Of course, death is the �nal enemy. Various members of one 
Wolaitta church reported this: “A man died, and was being carried 
on a stretcher and carried to the burial ground. While he was being 
moved, the man later reported that while dead he had a dream that 
men in white were coming to get him. He awoke and asked to be 
released from the stretcher.” Such public deliverances spoke volumes 
to the watching community.

In spite of the spiritual decline which was experienced at this junc-
ture in Wolaitta (and other areas as well), here and there a bright 
testimony was maintained. For example, powerful public witness 
was evident through the service of a number of men who had been 
trained at Soddo Hospital. When Charles worked at Soddo Hospital 
in the late sixties, some twenty-nine outclinics were manned by grad-
uates, called “dressers,” who cared for far-�ung communities and dis-
tributed medicines made available from the hospital pharmacy. Huge 
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supplies of pharmaceuticals were obtained yearly at low cost through 
groups abroad, enabling fees to be kept low enough to be a�ordable. 

Ato Waja Kabeto was one of those who took their dresser training 
at Soddo with Dr. Barlow and Registered Nurse Pearl White. A short, 
solid man of practical bent and admirable character, Waja ran a phar-
macy way out in Gamo Gofa. It was he who had “gone wass” (giv-
en security) for Malcolm Hunter. But as Eremiyas Borko’s letter to 
Dick McClellan revealed, Waja was sent to Arba Minch in chains. 

Ato Waja’s and Ato Tesfaye’s lives intertwined there brie�y in 
1981. Up at Chencha prison, Tesfaye became seriously ill, bleeding 
from the rectum. Tesfaye’s account: “My wife, Asteer, somehow heard 
of my illness, and came to the prison. ‘You must take my husband 
to the hospital,’ she said to the commandant. ‘If he dies you are re-
sponsible for raising his ten children!’ ” (Asteer couldn’t believe she’d 
been so bold!) To her surprise, the commandant gave permission. 
�e church members rallied around and collected the money need-
ed for the fare to Arba Minch and for hospital fees. “�e doctor was 
a gracious Christian man who gave me �rst class treatment,” Tesfaye 
remembers, “and in ten days I was well again, and praising our great 
God.” For the few days of Tesfaye’s recuperation in Arba Minch, the 
prisoners Waja and Tesfaye were able to encourage one another. Ato 
Waja remembers one aspect of prison life with both pain and grate-

DESALEGN ENARO AND WAJA KABETO (SODDO, 1994)
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fulness. “�e prison used pages of the Bible for toilet paper. So we 
could read it there, held on two sticks.” 

�ese highly-trained community leaders frequently came in for 
rough treatment, either due to jealousy over their training and rep-
utation, or because of their refusal to compromise in order to move 
up higher. Desalegn Enaro, another Soddo dresser graduate, went 
on to get a master’s in microbiology from the University of Addis 
Ababa. His could have had a brilliant career. Because he refused 
to compromise, he was hunted down and incarcerated. After the 
Derg’s demise, it was Ato Desalegn and Ato Waja who would lay 
aside their high economic potential to lead the Wolaitta church dur-
ing its re-emergence. 

Another faithful remnant within the believing community re-
mained steadfast while operating way out at a distance. Scores of 
Wolaitta evangelists had trod the mountains beyond their own rang-
es since they were reached in the 1930s,82 bringing the good news 

82. See D. McLellan’s challenging accounts in Warriors of Ethiopia (Lost Coin 
Books, 2013) and Messengers of Ethiopia (Lost Coin Books, 2013).

EKASO EYBERO (SODDO, 1994)
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to people who had never heard of the Incarnate God who had vis-
ited earth. 

�e mission infrastructure largely collapsed by 1978. A govern-
ment decree had stopped MAF from �ying, and their planes had left 
the country. Up to that point, Wolaitta evangelists had been helped 
by air back-up, bringing in supplies or evacuating sick family mem-
bers. MAF’s departure left these national missionaries in isolated, 
precarious positions. As a result, the sending church had called their 
Wolaitta evangelists home. 

But a few refused to return, among them Ato Mahey Choramo 
and Ato Ekaso Eybero, who kept working in the Hamer area (wild 
and quite unreached) after the missionary planes had stopped �y-
ing in. “When we came to this part of the country it was in spiritual 
darkness,” Ekaso reasoned. “We have no intention of letting the peo-
ple drift back into that darkness. �ey still need much teaching, so 
we’re staying.” But he hadn’t reckoned with the local people’s opin-
ion—people who as yet had not believed. �e kebele leaders stirred 
them up to protest that Ekaso and the others would be a drain on 
their resources. “You see, we had no relatives there to help us,” ex-
plained the sharp-featured Ekaso, “and according to them we had 
brought in a useless foreign religion which did not �t in with their 
way of living. I replied to them, ‘You depend upon your cattle for 
life and strength; we depend upon our God.’ �ey told me, ‘Your 
foreigners have gone, and the water supply has stopped.’ (We had a 
well and a pump which needed gasoline to run it.) My response to 
that was to remind them what we had always believed; that God, 
the creator or rain, could supply all the water we would need and 
theirs too.” And He did. A long period of heavy rain came, and 
Ekaso claimed that “as far as the eye could see, water covered the 
earth. Wells and springs started. God answered our prayers in a won-
derful manner.” �e stories of these evangelists read like a cross-sec-
tion of the lives of the Old Testament prophets and New Testament 
Christians living in the time of Acts!83 

83. For more on the Wolaitta evangelists, see Mehari [aka Mahey] Ch. and  
B. Fargher, Ethiopian Revivalist (Enterprise Publ., 1997); P. Balisky, Wolaitta 
Evangelists (Pickwick Publ., 2009).
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Life was at risk among the Bannas. It was di�cult even to get food 
locally. Periodically Mahey or Ekaso would have to make a twelve day 
journey on foot through forest areas where wild animals roamed, to 
Kucha (Bassa’s area). �ere it was possible to catch a bus for Wolaitta. 
Both were tall, muscular men, but this way of life wore the strongest 
down. “Always His angels protected us,” Mahey testi�ed. 

Arrest was often just around the corner, whether through lo-
cal, Revolutionary, or Orthodox provocation. Once when Mahey 
Choramo was in prison with forty-two other believers, his glasses 
were taken from him so that he could not read his Bible. He knew 
so many texts by heart, that he had little di�culty teaching the word. 
�is demonstrated the importance of memorizing scripture for times 
when Bibles might be con�scated.

Mahey kept praying for the Muslim governor, Ali Musa, and 
other opponents. In some places the Orthodox priests violently op-
posed the evangelists’ preaching. Somehow the Orthodox felt they 
were solely authorized to handle the Scriptures. “Why don’t you go 
over to the Sudan where all the pagans are?” they suggested. “�ey 
are the ones who need your teaching, not the Christians in this 
town.” Mahey, although gentle of speech, replied, “A true Christian 

MAHEY CHORAMO (SODDO, 1994)
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is one who does the will of Christ. And God called me to preach in 
Ethiopia, not the Sudan!”

�is sense of call was strong upon the Wolaitta evangelists. Mahey 
prayed that he might have a witness and see a living body of believ-
ers take root in each of the unreached people groups of southwest 
Ethiopia. Years later, when age and health would seem to preclude 
further travel, 1997 would see the faithful old veteran leading young 
evangelists into the area again, spearheading Wolaitta’s fresh o�en-
sive to �nish the job. 

Markina put wolaitta’s experience during the Derg in a nutshell 
like this: “God loves Wolaitta very much and called us to be a wit-
ness for Him. Just before the persecution, the churches were sending 
out few evangelists, they were �ghting, not loving each other. God 
judged us. Eventually, we Wolaitta believers realized our sin, cried 
to God, and confessed our ungodliness. �en God did miracles to 
send this government away.” 

My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline, and do not lose heart 
when he rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he 
punishes everyone he accepts as a son. [...] 
No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.  
Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for 
those who have been trained by it. 

(Hebrews 12:4b–6, 11)

How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those  
who bring good news, who proclaim peace,  
who bring good tidings, who proclaim salvation,  
who say to Zion, “Your God reigns!” 

(Isaiah 52:7)
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Chapter 18

KAMBAATA / HADIYYA:  
“DANIELS,” “JOSEPHS,” AND 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

A �ashback: “�ey’re out there dying of anthrax and don’t even 
come to the hospital for help!” my husband lamented, throwing 
his arms in the air. It was our �rst month to be stationed at Leimo 
Hospital, which served the Kambaata and Hadiyya “cousin” groups 
just north of Wolaitta. An anthrax epidemic had struck and we 
learned by the grapevine that people, not only cattle, were dying. 
Charles practically had to beg folks to come to the clinic. �ey were 
not quick to conclude that we foreigners had superior medicine to 
o�er. �at characteristic would have a bearing on how much they 
could be moved, even by a new government. 

Along with Wolaitta, these peoples of Kambaata and Hadiyya 
(who speak related languages) had been among the founding groups 
reached in the 1930s.84 �erefore, most of their believers during 
Derg times were �rst-to-third-generation Christians. Strong Bible 
and elementary schools had come into being at Durame station in 
Kambaata and Hossana in Hadiyya. A small mission hospital was 
located at Leimo, seven kilometers from Hossana town across the 
low mountain grazing lands and small cultivated �elds of this mod-
erately populated area. Less easy-going than the Wolaitta folk, the 
Kambaata and Hadiyya people struck us as very much in charge of 
their own a�airs. 

84. For a record of SIM’s 1927–38 pioneering in this area, see Du� (1980), 
Cords.
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We were awed by the elders of the Hadiyya church, Ato Abba 
Gole, Ato Sabiro, and Ato Shigute. Abba meant “father,” and that’s 
who Abba Gole was to the area. �e broad man stood about six foot 
three, rode an immense white mule, and commanded one’s full at-
tention. Ato Shigute, in contrast, was short, bald, and hard of hear-
ing. I still remember the day dear Shigute brought us a very spe-
cial gift. From his little mule he unloaded a sack with utmost care 
and lovingly laid before us that which he had labored over for many 
months: a �ne crop of potatoes. I could hardly eat them, they seemed 
so almost holy. 

During the derg years, the young people in Hadiyya came in for 
their share of mistreatment, beatings, imprisonments. Some even 
died as a result. During the Red Terror, if a father went to identify 
a body, he had to be careful not to show any emotions, or he would 
be accused of sympathizing with the “evil” the son or daughter had 
committed. 

Parents and children were set against each other. If believing 
young people disobeyed restrictions by engaging in Bible study, 

SABIRO WESERO, DAANNA MEJA MADERO, AND ABBA GOLE NUNAMO   
(PHOTOGRAPH OF A WALL PICTURE AT KURIFTU)
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prayer, or witnessing, their parents were warned that they them-
selves would have to take dire consequences. Some of the elders said 
they were not prepared to su�er for someone else’s disobedience. In 
the heat of the atheistic government’s struggle for the allegiance of 
youth, many students were coming alive to God. Public baptisms 
were out of the question, so they were conducted silently at a river 
in the middle of the night. 

Makebo Wadolo, one who su�ered as a teacher in the eighties, 
told of his pilgrimage. “My father and grandfather were witch doc-
tors. As a child an evil spirit seized me. I became ill. �ey used to 
have to hold me. �ey killed sheep and a goat and laid the entrails 
on me. But when I went to a church school to learn the �del (alpha-
bet), I believed, and the evil spirits left. I was eight years old. My 
parents were so happy that I got release, that they didn’t oppose me.” 
�at was long before the Revolution. 

By Derg times, Makebo had become a government school teach-
er in Hossana, one of only three known as Christians on the sta�. 
�ere were accusations and attempts to have the three posted to a 
remote area, but God protected them. “I kept thinking of the bib-
lical account of Daniel’s three friends in the furnace,” Makebo ex-
plained. “No matter what, I knew God was able to protect and keep 
us. I promised the Lord—I drove a stake—saying, ‘If you see that in 
the future I would deny You, kill me now.’ He did keep me.” 

�at principle could work the other way. A cadre who boarded a 
bus at Doyogena began arguing loudly that there was no God. He 
suggested that he could prove God didn’t exist. “If there is a God, 
let him show me today by killing me,” he boasted. �e Toyota mini-
bus made it as far as Hossana, but as it entered the town, the vehi-
cle turned over. Nobody was hurt except the unbelieving cadre, who 
was killed outright. 

Christians were often the �rst to be elected as kebele chairmen 
in the early years, for they were known as reliable leaders. One such 
was Fikre Nebiyehu, a very tall man, graced with humility. He was 
given a week to make his choice: “Deny God exists and continue as 
chairman, or go to prison.” All week he prayed, and at the appoint-
ment, in spite of taunts from those who had turned back from be-
lieving, he a�rmed, “I know there is one God and He is alive. �ere 
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is no way that I will deny Him. You can tie me up or even kill me, 
but I will not deny my Lord.” 

�ey gave him another week, and when he gave the same answer, 
previous churchgoers chided him for not just denying God with his 
lips even if believing in his heart. Fikre kept thinking of the text that 
said “If you deny me before men, I will deny you before my Father.” 
He said to his old friends, “No matter if you made a mistake, I’ll not 
make the same mistake. I will never deny the Lord.” �ey threw him 
out that day, but then called him to an assembly with four hundred 
present. He was to face a sixteen-point list of complaints. One was 
that he carried a Bible. To that he admitted. Each additional accu-
sation he answered with the unusual wisdom which only God could 
give. Sometimes he asked his accusers to produce a shred of evidence, 
and none could be brought forward. When the charade was over, 
a vote was taken. “�ose of you who think this man is innocent of 
these charges, raise your hands.” Fikre remembers the count: 388 
people raised their hands. �e Party leader was furious. “You peo-
ple have chosen the Bible over the Party,” he shouted. Fikre never 
did go to prison. 

FIKRE NEBIYEHU (HOSSANA, 1995)
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It is well to remember that prison was not a new experience for 
believers in Ethiopia. Years before the Marxist-Leninist ordeal, Ato 
Sabiro and Ato Abba Gole with a hundred other believers had been 
forced to make an infamous 1946 �ve-day walk to the regional cap-
ital chained together at their wrists. �eirs had been a fellowship of 
deep su�ering, for some died on the way.

Ato Sabiro Wesero shared a glimpse into a purposeful arrange-
ment Christians were making now during these Revolutionary days: 

[...] if a single believer was arrested, another Christian would go to 
the police and say, “Why don’t you lock me up as well; I’m as guilty of 
preaching the gospel as he is.” �at way, the one in prison would have fel-
lowship, and together the two men (or sometimes women) would be able 
to in�uence other prisoners for Christ. �e Lord was so gracious, that 
many times the prison guards would hear the gospel and trust in Christ.85 

Ato girma hanano, the Kambaatan who had studied and then 
taught at Grace Bible Institute, tells of his prison time with his char-
acteristic honesty and humor. After GBI’s closing, Girma took up 
leadership of the Bobicho Bible School just outside Hossana. Born 
in the area, he was well �tted for leadership there. Just before he was 
detained, his wife was due to deliver a baby. His incarceration was 
a strain on him, and on his large family. A real scholar and a highly 
disciplined leader, he found himself quite out of patience with be-
ing cooped up in one �lthy su�ocating room into which �fty-two 
believers, along with hardened criminals, were jammed. Girma lost 
his patience. He called for the guard, who did not come. A man of 
dramatic action, Girma started kicking the door. When someone 
came, the irate prisoner let loose a tirade: “Are we in Rhodesia or 
South Africa? Why do we have to put up with the company of these 
criminals? We’ve done nothing against our fellow-men that deserves 
this kind of treatment!” Actually, his exploding brought results, for 
improved “accommodations” were forthcoming. 

Ato Girma was not to be outwitted. While he was in prison, the 
development department he administered ground to a halt. �e 
church was helping destitute families in the area, in cooperation with 
World Vision. �is was a practical ministry which concurrently kept 

85. Cumbers (1995), Joy, 175.
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the Bible school open, the place where such compassion was taught. 
O�cials came to Ato Girma in jail, asking him to sign checks to re-
lease funds from the World Vision account. “I am in prison for a 
crime I committed,” he calmly replied. “How can a criminal sign a 
check? Either I am a development worker and can sign checks, or 
I’m a criminal and must remain in prison.” 

Eventually six of the top brass came to interview and intimidate 
him. “Yours is a false religion, Pente, a foreign in�uence. With your 
gift of oratory, if you had not been such a religious person you could 
have been a high-ranking member of the Party!” “You say this is a 
foreign religion,” Girma countered. “Where did Islam come from? 
Arabia. Orthodox Christianity came from Greece and Egypt. Your 
Marxist ideology has been in this country for nine years at most. Our 
religion is found in the book known as the Bible, and it has been 
around for thousands of years.” �ey barely let him �nish speaking, 
and one shouted, “When we need to hear from you we know where 
to �nd you. Now GET OUT!” Girma was surprised to �nd they 
meant to get out completely—get out of the prison. �at was the 
last time he was incarcerated. 

GIRMA HANANO (ADDIS ABABA, 1995)
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In hossana town, a couple named Girma Deresse (the one who 
became an artisan) and Werkwuha Makuria had quite a story. Both 
had been freed from the raw bondage Satan imposes on peoples long 
immersed in dark practices. Girma, a square shouldered man with 
mustache and a bright smile, shows himself to be a man of practi-
cality and reason. But he might be very di�erent, had his life not 
been transformed at nineteen. His father was a priest for the devil. 
Another witch doctor cursed their cow, and it died. Girma said that 
as a lad he asked, in frustration, “When will I be saved from these 
evil spirits? When will the witch doctor come to me, I ask you, my 
father? Will I die?” 

Girma was searching. He entered an Orthodox priests’ school for 
a year, but that still didn’t help him �nd deliverance. “After your fa-
ther dies, I’ll use you as my instrument,” said the witch doctor. What 
shall I do, Girma worried. �en God revealed Himself to Girma in 
a dream. He describes it in this way:

A powerful devil spirit came and taunted me. “Where will you go from 
me?” he threatened. He came and controlled me. I shouted, “My Lord, 
help me!” �at which caught me fell down. �en an angel spirit came 
to me and said, “God has helped you. Go and believe on Jesus Christ. 
Trust in Him. You are thinking rightly.” I feared to become a believer. 
But I knew of some Christians who lived an hour’s walk away. I hadn’t 
yet heard God’s word. After that dream, I went the next day to them. 
I heard the gospel, and believed! As a result, my family so hated me that 
they wouldn’t even drink from the same cup. I had to leave home. 

Girma went to town, learned a trade, and in two years entered Bible 
School at Bobicho just outside of Hossana. �is was when the Derg 
was coming into power. Life for believers was becoming di�cult. 
Girma went to Hawassa to learn metal work and carpentry—rare 
skills in Ethiopia. He became a gifted artisan, and seemed to have a 
knack for business. 

Meanwhile the woman who would someday become his wife 
was having her own struggles. Werkwuha was her name. It means 
“Golden Water.” Werkwuha is now as rational as you’d expect of an 
elder’s wife, mother of �ve children, and manager of a large home. 
She calmly relates the fact that she was seized by an evil spirit when 
she was eight. Her parents took her to a kalicha (witch doctor) and 
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the bondage continued. Even unbelievers saw her condition, and 
suggested she be taken to Christians. When about eighteen, she went 
to listen at a church, but didn’t believe. “�en the evil spirit came 
on me strongly. At home and at church, he threw me down. At the 
end of the third month, I accepted Christ. As the spirit left, he gave 
his name: ‘My name is Five �ousand!’ ” 

Girma was present, and heard the voice. “She used to go naked, 
cried, and wildly danced,” he concurred. “Her father had taken her to 
the witch doctor, given money, and slaughtered many sheep. We be-
lievers prayed for her. She was released from the devil after three days 
of prayer and fasting. �en she was healed and completely freed.” 

�ree years later, when the healed Werkwuha had �nished tenth 
grade and Girma felt she was �rmly established in the Scriptures, 
they married. However, with the Derg’s terror campaign in opera-
tion, theirs became an unusual honeymoon. �e day they married, 
�ve men with guns came to the house yelling, “Where is that Pente, 
Girma?” Girma slipped out the back door. �e intruding men cud-
geled the guests, and beat Girma’s mother. A directive went out to 
the ninety-�ve farmers associations that if Girma was found, he must 

GIRMA DERESSE AND WERKWUHA MAKURIA (HOSSANA, 1994)
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be handed over to authorities. Friends spirited his wife out under 
cover of darkness that night. Girma walked to Bobicho at midnight, 
then trudged on for nearly three hours to his birthplace, then to hers. 
Together then, they had to keep on the run for over a month. �is 
“living on the run” was an experience many believers had in those 
days, at one time or another. Girma and his wife hid at the town 
of Sodere, many miles from home, in a sod shed. With only grass-
stu�ed jute bags for blankets and a leaky roof dripping above them, 
the weary bride got sick. “Oh God, when will I have a clean home? a 
bed?” she cried out in prayer. �ey determined to return to Hossana, 
even if it meant death. With thirty cents in their pockets, they started 
home. �ey hid in a the back of a house for two months, eating raw 
corn and drinking only water, until the search seemed to blow over. 

�eir property was almost con�scated, but always the Lord pro-
tected them and blessed Girma’s building talents in such a way as to 
keep them fed. He built a house and put the business in her name, 
went to work far away in Illubabor Province, sent home money, and 
eventually returned. Each enterprise he undertook seemed to pros-
per. When the Hossana town church was closed in the early eighties 
for what turned out to be about �ve years, their large home became 
the church’s meeting place, a privilege for which they had trusted 
God. Had they never been freed from bondage, how di�erent their 
lives would have turned out. 

The closing of the Hossana town church was a delicate matter, 
but an isolated case, for the Kambaata and Hadiyya churches large-
ly escaped closure. Some thought the sheer numbers of believers, 
many of them in�uential, was the reason these churches survived. 
Some credited Lieutenant Petros Gebre,86 the awraja administrator, 
who was reared by a godly mother and looked to the respected Ato 
Abba Gole as a mentor. Whenever he could, Petros seemed to pro-
tect Christians. 

One exception occurred when Pastor Kedamo Mechato came to 
speak at a Christian conference which was attended by thousands. 
�e Addis Ababa pastor had grown up in Kambaata. Kedamo chose 
to speak that day from Proverbs 18:10, “�e name of the Lord is 

86. Petros’ titles ranged from Captain to Lieutenant to Colonel.
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a strong tower; the righteous runs into it and is safe.” He preached 
three messages from the text, focusing upon God’s greatness, His 
kingship, and His holiness. Between meetings, Kedamo decided to 
walk half an hour to his mother’s home to visit her. 

Meanwhile, another man spoke from the book of Acts, choos-
ing the chapter in which James was put to death and Peter was im-
prisoned. At the wrong moment, Lieutenant Petros, the district ad-
ministrator, came past the conference grounds. Unfortunately, he 
had a political entourage with him and had to take some action. He 
called the thirty-two leading elders responsible for the conference 
and asked, “What’s going on here?” Petros was obliged to arrest the 
men and they all headed for the administrative o�ce. 

By then, Kedamo had said good-bye to his mother and had start-
ed walking back to the meeting. “A few minutes later I saw a wom-
an with two boys. She was shouting out something, but was too far 
away for me to hear. She sent the two boys over to tell me not to go 
back to the conference, because Lieutenant Petros was arresting all 
the leaders. I knew that it would only be a headache for the church 
in that district if I were to be arrested, so I thanked the boys and 
stayed on that side of the river. At the same time I praised the Lord 
that the message He had given me, ‘the name of the Lord is a strong 
tower,’ was being worked out in my own life.” 

Actually, Kedamo was quick to praise Lieutenant Petros. “�e 
churches in Hadiyya and Kambaata have never been closed and that 
is to Petros’ credit. Some of the things that he did to the church can 
be understood when one considers that he was a man under author-
ity, carrying out orders from higher up in the organization.” John 
Cumbers reminded critics that “the Lord had a few Daniels in the 
courts of the kings in those days and the people of Ethiopia can be 
thankful.”

Adjacent to hadiyya, the Kambaatan people struggled with gov-
ernment farming policies. Ato Segaro Seleto, a believer since 1944, 
related one personal incident with the farmers and producers coop-
eratives established in the area by the government. During Ethiopia’s 
cultural revolution experiment, private ownership was done away 
with, and cooperative farming was enforced. �eir own co�ee trees 
and gardens had been forcibly cut out, to make room for communal 



Kambaata / Hadiyya 233  

�eld crops. “If you didn’t work with the group, you got no food. We 
had to ask permission to do anything personal, like being away to at-
tend a church council meeting. I cried out to the Lord, ‘I don’t want 
to take co�ee from someone else’s property. It’s a sin! God, if you 
want me to live like this, change this system. If not, take me home. 
Have me killed.’ ” He told the church his prayer.

Soon a decree was made that whoever “volunteered” to stay in the 
farmers cooperative could stay. (“Volunteering” was a euphemism 
under the Derg, but amounted to an order or a dare.) Segaro went 
to a private place of prayer in the forest, knelt, and looked to heav-
en praying, “You are Lord. You are at hand to listen to our prayers. 
”�en Segaro went to his wife and asked, “What is your choice in 
this option?” �e couple made the dangerous choice not to “volun-
teer” but to try to stay private, along with just six families. �ey be-
gan to replant their gardens. �en another decree came out reversing 
the potential freedom. �e couple decided to refuse. “We won’t go in 
or else we’ll �ee,” they decided. In the end, they stayed on their land 
and rode out the storm. Now aged, as Ato Segaro tells the story, he 
holds his lips tightly, with long-learned determination. 

The kambaatan tendency to overcome from a position of power 
was evident in Ato Yoel Fughi’s account of how they fared during 
the Derg. Ato Yoel was president of the Kambaata mahiber (fellow-
ship) many years. “When the Revolution began in 1974,” he said, 
“there had been no preparation on our part whatsoever. It was many 
months before we, or the missionaries associated with us, began to 
realize that the change in government was to mean great hardship for 
the church of the Lord Jesus Christ. Moreover, when the time came 
for the missionaries to leave, it was a great shock to us.” 

“At �rst the church was in confusion. After an early period domi-
nated by cadre leadership sent in from the outside, the government 
eventually decided to choose o�cers from the local people. �ey 
were looking for honest, morally upright men and women to manage 
the a�airs of the town and to serve the population sel�essly. Where 
to �nd such people except in the church? So I was chosen for lead-
ership positions in both the local and district administrations. For 
this reason the church had a considerable in�uence on the way things 
were run in the individual kebeles. 
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“One of the �rst matters we set straight concerned the keeping of 
the Lord’s Day. We decided that no government meetings or public 
meetings would be held on Sundays. �e higher government o�-
cials were quite angry when they heard this, but we were in a posi-
tion of strength because the leading local and intermediate o�cials 
were all Christians. Cadres came in from outside and tried to disrupt 
the Christian meetings, and to turn the people against the Christian 
leaders of the local government. �ey circulated lea�ets saying that 
kebele meetings would now be held on Sundays. We immediately 
sent around lea�ets saying that Sunday would continue to be ob-
served as the Lord’s Day.

“But then the higher authorities stepped in. A decree came out of 
the Regional capital stating that all towns in the Region must observe 
Sunday as the day for political meetings. �ings had taken a turn 
for the worst. But we decided that if the government could change 
its practices, so could we. We rang a bell at 6 AM on Sundays and 
expected every Christian to turn up at the church for worship. Our 

YOEL FUGHI (DURAME, 1994)
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singing was the loudest we could make it, then we shared the Word 
of God and prayed until 8 AM. After a cup of co�ee we would at-
tend the mandatory political meeting. 

“We never cease to be amazed as we look back on those days, that 
throughout Kambaata the churches were never closed. Of course 
there were still Christians in some of the leading government posi-
tions, but God had put us there, and he expected us to be faithful 
with the freedom He allowed. He tells us to obey the laws of Caesar 
except when they con�ict with his teaching. We endeavored to fol-
low that precept all the time, and we were blessed.” 

When asked how god had worked in Kambaata speci�cally dur-
ing the Revolution, Ato Tadesse Handeto (who seemed to serve as 
scribe), Ato Segaro, and the other elders added two other elements: 
miraculous interventions on the one hand, and carefully devised 
community development strategies on the other. 

An example the elders gave of the �rst: 

�e Lord intervened during the Derg. �ey were using capital punish-
ment. Church leaders were in darkness, almost to be killed, and we had 
only the Lord to look to. �ey called it “free-step”—which meant “to 
kill.” Ato Segaro was arrested. In 1978, the authorities were on the way 
to get him when their car tipped over. �e accident permanently para-
lyzed the awraja Governor, Ato Paulos Bogale. �ey �ew him to East 
Germany. In the car there were other passengers who were not killed, 
not even bruised. �e car even could be driven, in spite of its having 
rolled and reversed direction in the road. 

Another man said, “�e news of how Paulos had tried to oppose the 
believers spread like wild�re throughout the eight districts. �e mi-
litia people and the cadres, when they heard about the accident, let 
up on their persecution of the believers for a while. You could tell 
they thought this was the judgment of God on Paulos.”

As to the second element, Community Development (CD), 
Kambaata Christians worked hard with what might be called “the 
development factor” during the Derg days. When the Christian el-
ementary and Bible schools were being closed, the Durame leaders 
discovered one key to favor in the government’s eyes: community de-
velopment programs. Ato Tadesse Handeto went to Dr. Mulatu and 
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Mr. Cumbers with a letter, asking to start Community Development 
at Durame. �e elders’ explanation of the strategy: 

Our leaders were put in prison, but then we started a Community 
Development program at Durame. We made up a budget, got a trac-
tor sent in with Mr. Winslow, and got leadership from our Daniel, who 
had been trained abroad. We did tangible things, e�ciently, honestly—
and as a result, those detained were freed. We worked with soil conserva-
tion, reforestation, cattle breeding, horticulture, health, water improve-
ment, construction, and training. Community Development served as 
a means, not only an end, a means for keeping things open here. �e 
Lord blessed because it was a holistic ministry, yet it was kept on track 
coupled with a gospel witness. 

Ato Segaro made it clear that in his opinion their unity was based 
upon prayer. “We were of one mind, one heart among us, and in re-
sponse God sent us this CD means.” 

�e spirited Ato Girma Hanano responded similarly to inqui-
ries about why there was not as much persecution of the church in 
Hadiyya / Kambaata as in most other places: 

�e �rst was the personal relationship between Ato Abagoli [Abba Gole] 
and Lt. Petros Gebre. Even though the people under Petros were order-
ing the churches to be closed, his word overruled and they were never 
closed completely. Also, the Church was regarded as ‘Abagoli’s church.’ 
For instance, when the new hospital was built in Hosaina, Abagoli per-
suaded the Mission and churches to collect quite a lot of money. 
�e second reason was that we had a development program. When we 
were asked why our churches were still operating when all the Wolaytta 
churches were closed, we could say, ‘We teach people to provide for the 
poor, we help the hungry, we employ people in the development pro-
gram. We don’t minister only to the souls of men and women, but to 
their bodies as well. We don’t just help Christians, but, as far as is in our 
power, anybody who is needing help.’87

87. Cumbers (1995), Joy, 179f (quoting Girma Hanano’s outline of the history 
of the Hadiyya KHC from 1978–1991).
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The implications of Community Development (CD) pro-
grams involved more than met the eye. In the capital, the mission’s 
Community Development department was growing by leaps and 
bounds under Dr. Mulatu’s leadership in the early eighties. At the 
new KHC property down near the prison in which Negussie was 
being held, huge railroad cars, now emptied of relief supplies, be-
came o�ces and provided storage units. Community Development 
became ever more complicated. �e mentality of “the relief and de-
velopment industry” being created over the world by massive and 
ongoing international aid was manifesting a new phenomena which 
threatened local autonomy and self-reliance.88 Organizational scram-
bles and alternate viewpoints over money matters arose. In Ethiopia, 
the decision was made to separate KHC and mission CD e�orts. 
Whether for good or ill, the separation played out all down the line. 

Missions had already been relieved of their institutions, but they 
still could interest compassionate agencies abroad in Ethiopia’s needs. 
Pushed by the government to produce material bene�ts to stay in 
favor, national church bodies developed new physical ways to serve. 
�ey made major tangible contributions at the grass roots level. Yet 
these projects were often maintained at the high cost of becoming 
dependent upon foreign funds. While the broad masses of Ethiopia 
had no capital for such things, international funds from the compas-
sionate west were forthcoming. Cries for help kept both givers and 
receivers from thinking through long term rami�cations. 

When the dire needs of another famine struck in 1984 and do-
nors responded from all over the world, CD leaders in Addis Ababa 
began to discover that, like it or not, they had a tiger by the tail. 

My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you, 
turning your ear to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding, 
and if you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding, 
and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as treasure, 

88. Much has been written about this aid “industry” phenomenon. One insight-
ful vignette appears in the chapter called “�e President” in Taylor (1987), Prisoner.
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then you will understand the fear of the LORD  
and �nd the knowledge of God. 
For the LORD gives wisdom,  
and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding. 
He holds victory in store for the upright,  
he is a shield to those whose walk is blameless, 
for he guards the course of the just and protects the way of his faithful ones.

(Proverbs 2:1–8)



Part V

HAVING DONE ALL, TO STAND

(During 1981–85)

�erefore put on the full armor of God,  
so that when the day of evil comes,  
you may be able to stand your ground,  
and after you have done everything, to stand.

(Ephesians 6:13)
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Chapter 19

INTO THE EIGHTIES

Politics and nature compounded the su�ering of East Africans as the 
eighties began. �e Eritrean insurgency continued, and to that was 
added an external threat, the Somali war. Drought plagued not only 
Ethiopia, but the whole coastal region from Eritrea to Mozambique. 
June 30th, 1980 Time magazine titled its World page, “East Africa: 
A Harvest of Despair.” Hearkening back to the famine of the sev-
enties, it reported the new drought sweeping down through seven 
or more nations. 

In the Horn of Africa, more than 1.7 million refugees from the unre-
solved con�icts in Ethiopia’s Eritrea, Tigre and Ogaden areas swelter in 
squalid relief camps, where thousands have already died from malnutri-
tion and a host of hunger-related diseases [...] Says [...] a United Nations 
o�cial in Nairobi: “From the Red Sea south, this area is on a collision 
course with disaster.” 

Back in America, we watched the news. During the eighties, most 
missionaries who had left Ethiopia had settled into work in other 
countries or were back in their country of origin. We strained to �nd 
Ethiopian reports and alert others to act or pray. 

George Middleton had left Asmara, where Protestant churches 
had been closed, but as usual he set about creating new avenues for 
service. He drew together some young people to form a relief orga-
nization called “Emmanuel International.” (Emmanuel means “God 
with us.”) Mr. Middleton called us and talked to Charles about the 
desperate situation of various Ethiopians. In the east, a million had 
left the Ogaden and poured into Somalia. 
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Charles knew little about that region of Ethiopia, but had known 
missionaries who had been pushed out of that area. �ey had com-
municated passionate concern for those they’d had to leave, and had 
gone to Kenya to help Somali-speaking people there as best they 
could. He remembered the commitment of the Modrickers, still 
working away in Kenya at translating the Bible for Somalis. Charles 
had taken a position in Student Health at a university, one of the 
rare positions which could spare a doctor during the summer sea-
son. �ey’d agreed to let him take leave-without-pay should a sum-
mer opportunity arise to serve abroad. 

So Charles went to Somalia. �e stick huts of a few hundred hap-
less refugees spread across the desert landscape at Lugh, the camp as-
signed to the Emmanuel team. �ese were largely Muslim people out 
of Ethiopia’s Ogaden, decimated by drought and war. Charles would 
never be the same after the Somali experience. On his return, I tried 
to enter into it, through pictures. One particularly burned into my 
memory—a beautiful, thin young woman in the lovely Somali-style 
blue gown, her emaciated baby in her lap. �e mother’s eyes, and the 
child’s eyes, burning hot with su�ering, were unforgettable. 

Somalia had since 1977 tried to annex the Ogaden area of 
Ethiopia. As the Derg grew more desperate for help, they turned 
to the Soviet Union, since the USA had withdrawn bene�ts due 
to Ethiopia’s human rights abuses. Somalia had previously been a 
Soviet client, but now Russia chose Ethiopia. �erefore Somalia ab-
rogated their 1974 Treaty of Friendship with Moscow and expelled 
Soviet advisers. Around 17,000 Cuban troops leaving Angola came 
to assist the Ethiopian army. �ey repelled the Somali momentum 
by early 1978. In the process, the Derg had become a military cli-
ent of Moscow and Cuba, a situation that caused signi�cant inter-
national repercussions and resulted in a major realignment of pow-
er in the Horn of Africa.89 

In 1982, Chairman Mengistu visited Moscow and met with 
Brezhnev. It was just a month before Brezhnev died. In Addis Ababa, 
John Cumbers read about Brezhnev’s death in the news and noted in 
his diary, “His legacy, the ‘Brezhnev Doctrine,’ asserted the right of 

89. See T. Ofcansky and L. Berry, Ethiopia: A Country Study (4th edition 1993), 
59f, 256f.
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any communist party to intervene in another socialist country where 
the government appeared to be diverting the nation towards capital-
ism. To uphold this principle the USSR [Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics] invaded Afghanistan in 1979, and then suppressed 
Poland’s Solidarity labor union in 1981. Bearing in mind these ex-
amples of Marxist dictatorial oppression, Col. Mengistu might have 
wondered where his relationship with the communist bloc would 
lead him and Ethiopia.”90 As John expected, that doctrine did result 
in major Russian intervention in Ethiopia. 

When John had worked in Asmara as an air tra�c controller 
years before, patience and alertness were qualities he had to devel-
op—waiting, watching, guiding �ights safely through the weath-
er. Now he had to apply those skills to guiding a �eet of grounded 
missionaries. Even with the famine the nation was facing, the gov-
ernment did not return mission clinics or hospitals, landing �elds 
or stations. �e few missionaries still left under Mr. Cumbers’ lead-
ership had to slog along in hostile circumstances, often staying out 
of sight. Missionaries were torn, having to purposefully stay away 
from Ethiopian brethren, due to the threat to these nationals “by as-
sociation.” �e threat of mission expulsion continued. �e Baptist 
General Conference Mission’s church building and homes were tak-
en, and all remaining missionaries expelled from the Wollega prov-
ince on Sudan’s border. Now �fty-�ve, Mr. Cumbers’ health seemed 
precarious. Once he had a transient ischemic attack while talking 
with Dr. Mulatu. Morale was di�cult to maintain, his own included. 

It was the national church which took the brunt of gearing up 
for disaster relief, struggling with mammoth budgets, distribution 
demands, and the expectations of a myriad of foreign donors. Dr. 
Mulatu headed up the Community Development work. Behind 
the scenes, missionaries helped �nd those donors, hosted their vis-
iting �eld workers, and assisted as best they could. In Addis Ababa, 
the Christian Relief and Development Agency loosely coordinated 
the work of various humanitarian organizations, “NGOs” they were 
called, non-governmental organizations.

Foreign aid came more in �nance than in personnel. Outside 
agencies were usually allowed only three-months visitors’ visas for 

90. Cumbers (1996), Terror, 238f.
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relaying workers in to assess needs, administer projects, and brie�y 
upgrade clinics and the like. Tearfund in the United Kingdom and 
DMG, another Christian group from Germany, �nanced many 
programs. World Vision in the United States undergirded projects 
helping orphans and supplying destitute families. World Relief and 
Emmanuel International, both Canadian based, also cooperated with 
the Kale Heywet Church in the countryside projects. 

General Secretary Tekle Wolde Giorgis continued to carry the 
general oversight of the churches. Ato Hussein Yusef assisted him in 
Addis Ababa. Hussein’s wife, Belaynesh Dindamo, eventually began 
to work with World Vision’s sta�, who needed well-trained Ethiopian 
colleagues. Many students who had built strong foundations through 
GBI training were led into wide areas of service. �e church where 
Kedamo Mechato was the pastor, Meserete Heywet (“Foundation of 
Life”), remained open in spite of repeated threat of closure, provid-
ing a place of fellowship and growth for thousands of believers in 
Addis Ababa, some not from KHC backgrounds, but from various 
closed churches. By God’s grace, the church near the SIM Press com-
pound and the one adjacent to Bingham Academy remained oper-
ational. At mission’s Headquarters, the underground Bible School 
swelled, as did the services of the International Evangelical Church, 
which was still left open, ostensibly for expatriates. Allowing an oc-
casional church to stay open kept up the government’s facade of re-
ligious freedom. At �rst predominantly attended by foreigners, the 
church �lled up with so many nationals that three Sunday services 
became necessary to accommodate the crowds. 

Daily review of the varied situations around the country made the 
huge map of Ethiopia in the Director’s o�ce a frame of reference to 
scan. It became a constant focus for action or prayer. In the south-
west, the Gamo Gofa Christians (people like Degu Deklaabo and 
Terefe Alsi at Jinka, Bassa Dea at Kucha, Tesfaye Tole at Chencha, 
and Waja Kabeto at Arba Minch) eventually were released from pris-
on. �ey were weary, but had become stronger people. In Wolaitta, 
the church was closed, some defected, and drought came. In the 
heartland, Kambaatan Christians stayed in the saddle, strengthened 
by their Community Development involvement. �e underground 
church grew in spite of persecution near Bishoftu and nearby Debre 
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Zeit. Somehow 200 gathered for a 15th anniversary of that congre-
gation’s inception.91 To the west, life was hard for believers in the 
Kefa area, where Grace Bible Institute had been located. Some lost 
their lives. 

East of the Rift Lakes, Gedeo went through “the Co�ee A�air” 
and saw Ato Werku Gole and others of their leaders imprisoned. Up 
in the mountains of Bale, Ato Asfaw Demisse began a prayer meet-
ing which lasted throughout the Revolution years. Not new to per-
secution in the southeasterly Bale area, Asfaw had begged his broth-
ers for help for his small band at the 1977 Langano conference. �e 
�erce Gujjis in the south and Somalis to the east sometimes went to 
war separately or joined together, bringing on periods of turmoil. 
Churches were sometimes burned. In the north, the church was still 
open in the Dessie Hospital area. On the Red Sea, in March of 1983, 
the local government ordered the KHC elementary school at Assab 
to cease operating.92 In Eritrea, all Protestant churches were closed. 

Meanwhile god sent periodic encouragement. From Singapore, 
Pastor Hsueh and his wife Lily returned to Ethiopia for the fourth 
time for two weeks in 1984. �is time they were not allowed to travel 
outside of Addis, but people were brought to them. “�ey are doing 
well,” Yu Kwong reported to those who were praying in Asia, “and 
maturing after ten years of persecution.” On this visit, the Hsuehs 
did not teach so much as listen to the Ethiopians’ testimonies. Five 
or six at a time gathered in Ruth Cremer’s room at the mission com-
pound. She translated their stories. One told about a nailed church’s 
door being ripped opened by a wind storm. Authorities feared to 
close it again. Another told of an area desperate for water, where un-
believers begged the Christians to pray for rain. “Not unless you re-
pent,” the believers answered. �e unbelievers did attempt to repent. 
It rained like a pipe from heaven on that town, but not around it. 

91. All was not easy in that area, however. Sahle Tilahun and Aberash Takele 
were ousted from their home there, and nearly relieved of their jobs.

92. �e President of the Kale Heywet Church, who was also administrator in 
charge of the Assab oil re�nery, made every e�ort to get that decision changed, but 
it remained
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Many miracles were reported. “Mr. Hsueh,” one of the group em-
phasized with awe, “we are living in the days of the Book of Acts!”93 

Back in England Peter Cotterell, formerly a missionary in 
Ethiopia, watched for reports of the situation carefully and docu-
mented them. 

In October 1984 there came the worst news yet. Details were released by 
Keston College, the College dedicated to the task of monitoring the an-
tireligious activities of the communist world, of mass closures of church-
es in Ethiopia. At the head of the list came Wolayta: all 748 of their 
churches were closed. Across the Rift Valley, in Wando all 177 churches 
were closed. In Yirga Cha�ee, Sidamo province 90 were closed, 140 in 
Gedeo. �e number mounted up... In total, 1,700 of the Word of Life 
churches were closed. Fewer than 1,100 were still open.94

Missionaries, when possible, wove their way cautiously among the 
down-country areas. �ree or four couples managed to remain in 
Soddo and Durame west of the Rift Lakes. Gerhard Bössler began 
making rounds east of the lakes through Dilla and Yirga Che�e as 
he traveled to the Gujjis, for whom he and Edith maintained a deep 
burden. Carolyn Ford worked in isolation on the language in Kele 
near the Gujjis, until she was forced out in 1984. 

John Cumbers tried to visit Burji in the south, the place where he 
and Naomi had �rst been stationed. It was an isolated area, hard to 
reach from the capital. His repeated e�orts met with permit prob-
lems, vehicle breakdowns, even police arrest one time, within short 
reach of their destination. �e travel ban which resulted from that 
arrest became a serious problem for their son who was visiting from 
Tanzania. Vernon barely made it out of the country. 

�ese travel blockages complicated life on the inside, but al-
so made John Cumbers’ East African superintendency di�cult. 
Considering the strained relations between Ethiopia and Sudan, ad-
ministering the whole East Africa area from Addis Ababa was more 
and more di�cult. Visas requested to Sudan were suspect. Former 
missionaries from Ethiopia who had located in Sudan, along with 

93. �e �fth book of the New Testament, Acts recounts the history of the birth 
of the church in the �rst century and records the miracles and struggles which oc-
curred during that period.

94. Cotterell (1988), Ethiopia, 122.
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new ones from Austria, struggled with di�culties and needed di-
rection. In Kenya, combined ministry between the Africa Inland 
Church and SIM was undertaken, particularly among Somali speak-
ing peoples who had come across into Kenya from the Ogaden and 
Somalia. In Nairobi, former Ethiopian missionaries were heading up 
a Somali language radio ministry and persevering with their trans-
lation and distribution of the Scriptures in Somali. Work among 
Somalis was started near their border and outreach was begun in 
northern Kenya to the Boranas, an ethnic group which spread over 
into southern Ethiopia. Considering this broad spectrum, SIM 
International began to plan toward moving Mr. Cumbers to Kenya 
to facilitate directing work in the three countries. Alex Fellows was 
slated to transfer from Soddo to Addis, to superintend Ethiopia.

When the Cumbers’ departure time came, leaving Ethiopia was 
di�cult. John made a diary entry in his characteristic understate-
ment: “�e Kale Heywet Church arranged a very special occasion at 
the Genet Hotel. It was a touching scene as they presented us with 
several mementos and made speeches of appreciation. May 28th was 
the eve of our departure for service in Kenya. We had a delightful 
time of fellowship at Lakew’s, and the next morning Tekle came at 
7:30 for an emotional farewell. We took o� for Nairobi—and many 
new experiences.”95 

More changes came to the Cumbers in 1984. John had such broad 
experience that he was asked to join the International Administration 
at SIM Headquarters in the United States. Personal factors played 
a part, as well. His heart problems would also be easier to monitor 
there. Naomi had lost her mother with heart failure in Cleveland just 
that year. As their plane climbed out of Nairobi in the darkness, they 
thought back over their years in Africa, 35 for Naomi, 27 for John, 
remembering scene after scene. �ey thanked God for all He’d done 
in their lives during those traumatic but marvelous years. 

From america, the cumbers kept monitoring events in the coun-
try so near to their hearts. Ethiopia continued to have a low hu-
man rights rating. The Lutheran World Federation in Geneva, 
Switzerland, was bold to keep exposing the situation in Ethiopia. 

95. Cumbers (1996), Terror, 248.
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�e Lutherans had founded the Mekane Yesus national church. 
Kes (“Priest”) Gudina Tumsa, General Secretary of the Evangelical 
Church Mekane Yesus, was thought to still be incarcerated after four 
and a half years when the Lutheran World Federation news service 
in 1983 printed this statement: 

�e military government has repeatedly claimed that there is freedom of 
religion in Ethiopia. But it refuses to take any responsibility for repres-
sive measures and allows its administrators to act against the church in 
contradiction to its own declaration. �e local administrators again es-
cape their responsibility by referring to directives they say they have re-
ceived from the provincial representatives of the Party, i.e., COPWE.96 

�ese frank objections kept a small window open on Ethiopian abus-
es. Many Mekane Yesus believers were among those incarcerated, and 
key prisoners became a rallying cry for reform.97 

Negussie, of course, was not a famous prisoner. But down at “the 
end of the world,” a few blocks below the KHC’s new proper-
ty, Negussie’s band of believers at the prison was growing. Tadesse 
Ayissa, the young man who had been delivered from electrocution 
at Arba Minch, turned up in Addis Ababa. For giving out Christian 
literature, he was sent to Kerchele prison. �ere he shared in the 
ministry with Negussie and his co-workers. �ese earnest believers 
talked personally with others and o�ered Bible studies when they 
found interest. At one point they had to separate the one Bible they 
had into seventy parts. During Negussie’s imprisonment, some 300 
came to the Lord. �us a church—a body of believers—was estab-
lished within the prison. “�e Invisible Fellowship Church” they 
called it. It was invisible to the world, but seen no doubt with plea-
sure, by their heavenly Father. 

Fantaye continued to work for the Ministry of Health, com-
ing home on weekends. Times were di�cult, and travel tense. Still 

96. Cumbers (1996), Terror, 252, quoting News Analysis, October 17, 1983.
97. Ø. Eide, Revolution and Religion in Ethiopia (James Currey, 1996), 178 re-

ports that the government did not admit to Kes Gudina’s death, but in 1992, an of-
�cer who was witness to it con�rmed this heroic Christian’s murder (by strangling 
with a wire) to have been in 1979, the day after the Orthodox Patriarch Tewo�os 
and 38 others were killed.
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unknown to her family, she made her Sunday pilgrimage to Negussie 
before going to the underground fellowship. She took some small 
package of fruit, sugar, or tea. �ose few minutes allowed to them, 
conversing over a fence between, were the highlight of her week 
and his. 

Sometimes the tension of being connected to a prisoner overcame 
her. “Don’t risk your own safety,” a voice would say to her. If ever 
she missed a Sunday, it upset Negussie terribly. Once, a thief in the 
prison sadistically announced to Negussie that Fantaye had married, 
that she was pregnant. For Negussie, trapped and powerless, even the 
hint of such a possibility devastated him. �e days before her next 
visit were agony to him, questioning, waiting, praying. He longed 
for assurance from her own lips. 

Repeatedly she mentally went over her prayer, uttered long before, 
for a Christian to share her life with who truly followed the Lord... 
and then her surprising assurance a month later the very �rst night 
of their meeting, that Negussie was the person for her. I want on-
ly the one You want for me, she told the Lord again. As week after 
week ticked by, and then month after month, Fantaye held on. Other 
suitors sought her hand. Her family became impatient with her un-
willingness, wondering why a lovely and educated young woman of 
marrying age would not agree to some arrangement. What will hap-
pen to us? she could whisper only to God. 

Eventually Fantaye was switched to a Ministry of Health o�ce in 
Addis Ababa, so she began living at home all the time. As months 
stretched into years, her age crept forward as the seasons passed. 
Negussie began to chastise himself for keeping her from a woman’s 
normal entrance into marriage and motherhood. 

Will he ever be released? she wondered. One day she �nally sug-
gested, hesitatingly, “Perhaps we should let the relationship go.” He 
realized the reasonableness of her words. Yes, he knew he should al-
low her that freedom. He gave it. 

But back home, Fantaye could not forget his having told her 
once, “Like the land was given to Abraham, God has told me you 
are to be mine.” She thought about God’s promises to the Patriarchs. 
How sovereignly her Lord had brought Isaac and Rebecca together. 
She prayed, she agonized, but could not bring herself to break o� 
this most precious relationship in their lives. How very long Jacob 
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and Rachel waited in their days, she thought, and how long must 
we wait? 

I remember my a�iction and my wandering, 
the bitterness and the gall. I remember them, 
and my soul is downcast within me.  
Yet this I call to mind and therefore I have hope: 
Because of the LORD’s great love we are not consumed, 
for his compassions never fail. 
�ey are new every morning;  
great is your faithfulness.  
I say to myself, “the LORD is my portion; 
�erefore I will wait for him.”

(Lamentations 3:19–24)
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Chapter 20 

ENCOUNTERS ALONG 
THE SIDAMO ROAD

“Please,” the Dilla elders implored Gerhard Bössler, “could you help 
us get Ato Mamo’s daughter out of here?” Mastewat had run away 
on foot from Chuko to Dilla, terri�ed to be hunted by Party peo-
ple. Her father’s pharmacy had already been taken and he was in 
prison. He couldn’t protect her from her tormentors. She was sev-
enteen, and knew what they sometimes did to a young woman, un-
speakable things. She well remembered the humiliation she’d borne 
that day when the cadres held �fty-four Wendo Genet high school 
students in a schoolroom for over twenty-four hours—without per-
mitting them to relieve themselves—and then whipped them until 
their bladders and bowels burst. She had heard about the sexual tor-
ture methods they sometimes used. Many a young person was left 
too mutilated to bring forth children. 

“�e girl is in real danger,” the elders insisted. “We know it is 
risky, but could you try to drive her through to Addis?” Gerhard was 
the one missionary left who made rounds down the road through 
Sidamo. His wife and sons carried on in Addis Ababa, where Edith 
served as nurse at the mission school. From there he made period-
ic trips on motorcycle or by Land Rover southward through Debre 
Zeit, down to Shashamane, where the road forks west to Soddo or 
goes on south to the Sidamo capital at Hawassa, and on past Wendo 
Genet and Ato Mamo’s Chuko town to the larger center at Dilla. 
Gerhard’s usual destination, actually, was Gujji territory.

Near Dilla, the Gedeos and Gujjis bordered each other—the 
“co�ee people” as opposed to the “cattle people”—they were called. 
�e Gedeos had been reached by the Brants with the gospel in the 
1950s. �e Gujjis, however, had resisted the message all along. �ey 
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had killed a number of the messengers, both national and foreign. 
Gerhard kept trying to �nd a door of entrance into Gujji hearts. 
He was at the time working on a water project which would bene�t 
the Gujjis, meanwhile hunting for a key to open their eyes to their 
spiritual need. 

Along Gerhard’s route, Dilla served as an oasis where he could get 
gas and food, but especially he could have contact with Christians. 
Werku had returned to Dilla after his time at Grace Bible Institute 
and led the national believers’ youth movement from that base. �e 
older Christians, �rst generation converts in the Brants’ time, were 
mature elders in the area by now, men like Balcha Bore, Hordofa 
Gidecho, and Werassa Hokotay.98 Chuko was not far from Dilla on 
the way to Addis Ababa, and Ato Mamo Belete, a Wolaittan dress-
er trained at Soddo, was their good friend. �ey wanted to help this 
imprisoned brother’s family, and his daughter was at risk.

Gerhard thought through the possibilities. He had passed the 
fourteen checkpoints on his route so many times that he was usual-
ly waved on without question, unless a new guard was on duty. He 

98. Accounts of early e�orts to reach the Gedeo people can be found in chap-
ter eight of Willmott (1961), Doors. A more detailed and extended record is avail-
able in Brant (1992), Wake.

MAMO BELETE (ADDIS ABABA, 1994)
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chatted in a friendly way at the lowered barriers with the guards, 
and had found that his German accent raised less suspicion than an 
American’s. He knew night travel was banned. I can’t get her through 
during the day, and we’re not supposed to drive at night, he reasoned. 
Finally he formed a plan and agreed to try to make it past the Chuko 
area where she was being hunted in the early evening. 

Mastewat Mamo lay covered on the �oor between the front and 
back seat, trembling as they drove. As the barrier was lowered in 
Chuko, Gerhard pulled to a stop and paused to ask if they want-
ed to search his car. �anks be to God, he was waved on. When 
they got well past the area where she was being hunted, the fugitive 
moved up to the front seat. As night came on, they had to stop. It 
was awkward, for they dared not involve anyone else in their situa-
tion. Gerhard pulled in at Lake Langano, crawled up on the roof of 
the car, and left Mastewat to sleep inside. �ey set out at dawn and 
�nally reached Addis Ababa. Gerhard was able to turn her over to 
friends at the Kolfe church near Bingham. 

The dilla church center kept having trouble. Actually, it was cof-
fee which stirred up one tense situation. Co�ee grew wonderfully in 
Gedeo’s lush climate. �is crop had pro�ted wealthy landowners in 

WERASSA HOKOTAY AND HORDOFA GIDECHO (DILLA, 1994)
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the past, and one reason the Revolution was welcomed by the farm-
ers was the socialists’ promise of more ownership for the peasants. 
At that stage, they didn’t realize that “ownership” would be de�ned 
collectively.

One day, two trucks roared up to the Dilla church compound 
gate. �eir drivers hardly knew what to do next when the surveyed 
the scene before them. In the lane between the trucks and the stor-
age building from which they’d come to con�scate a huge supply of 
co�ee, lay an array of human cobblestones, mostly women and chil-
dren, stretched out across their path! 

“�e Co�ee A�air” was coming to a head that day. �e believers 
had gathered “as one man”—in this case mostly women—to protect 
their sacri�cial gifts from government con�scation. �e women had 
carried this co�ee on their own heads as their personal o�ering to the 
Lord Jesus, to be stored and then sold to �nance a new church center 
on the twenty-�ve acres of land which had been awarded them when 
the government took over their former church property. �e wood 
for building the church would come from the believers’ own trees, 
as well. When the government had sent them notice, Ato Hordofa, 
one of the leading elders, had called the believers together to discuss 
the matter. �ey drew up a response: “We want it to be known that 
this co�ee was a voluntary donation, speci�cally given for the build-
ing of the church, and not for the personal gain of any individual.” 

�e day of the stand-o�, Ato Kursi’s wife Tsehaynesh Dori, moth-
er of six, stood facing the trucks. Although the authorities had re-
moved the church sign at the compound gate, she had carried it back 
and set it into place. “We are not afraid; we came to die,” she an-
nounced to the o�cials. �e woman knew she was undergirded by 
an unseen army of praying believers who had been alerted far and 
wide. Visible to the police were the 500–800 or so women, children, 
and older people spread out all over the compound, standing, pray-
ing, and singing. Rows of them lay prostrate right in the access road. 

Already, Werku Gole, their towering young leader, and Balcha, 
seasoned chairman of the 127 Gedeo churches, had been jailed 
over the matter. �e other leading men, like Tsehaynesh’s husband, 
Kursi Shefeno, were being tracked down for arrest. “You are ac-
cused of planning to sell co�ee on the black market,” the o�cials 
had announced. “Ownership” was being rede�ned according to the 
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communistic principle: crops belong to all the people, not to a pri-
vate farmer. �e believers knew to Whom the co�ee was dedicat-
ed, and were not going to let their o�ering go. �ey had collected it 
berry by berry from their own bushes. 

When the church people wouldn’t budge, the local administrator 
went to Werku in prison. “�ey are breaking the law,” he insisted, 
and indicated that the authorities would not refrain from shedding 
blood. Civil disobedience on principle could only be pushed so far. 
�e church’s appeals had proved fruitless and the money wasn’t worth 
lives. Some thought their case slightly illegal. Finally, for the sake of 
peace there was nothing to do but turn over the co�ee. �ereby their 
church building fund was con�scated. It amounted to 17,000 Birr, 
about $8,500 US dollars, much money for Ethiopia. 

�is skirmish led to more confrontations in Dilla and then in 
Yirga Che�e, when sister churches were closed in that town farther 
south. Werku stormed. Balcha (or Deyasso he was sometimes called) 
tried to head o� these closings. Sometimes recalcitrant church mem-
bers were beaten and forced out, after which cadres destroyed the 
buildings. Restrictions were tightened, burial services forbidden, 

TSEHAYNESH DORI (DILLA, 1994)
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and Christians ordered to teach that the God they worshipped did 
not exist. “We would rather die than deny the Lord,” said Balcha. 
“If you were to kill us, that would bring us all the quicker into the 
presence of the Lord.” When word of arrests came, “we somehow 
were able to receive this news with joy,” Balcha said, “remembering 
that the Apostle Paul had written to the Philippians, ‘It has been 
granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on Him but 
to su�er for Him.’ ”

Werku’s rebu� had been a sore point with local Party leadership. 
After GBI graduation, he’d roved around Ethiopia building up the 
youth movement. �e communists recognized his potential and 
wanted badly to get him to lead in their cause. �e man was hard 
to deal with—huge, pleasant, but forceful when demanding justice 
or making a point. When they had asked him to take Party leader-
ship, he responded genially, “Why would a man go from higher of-
�ce to lower o�ce? Why would I go from the o�ce of the King of 
Kings to just the king’s o�ce?” “He is foolish!” they roared. Putting 
his in�uence out of circulation was their next step. A car-load of sol-
diers from Hawassa arrived at Werku’s house and took him o� to 
the police station. 

Werku was imprisoned for a while, then released. By now it was 
1983. �ree weeks later Hordofa and Balcha were seized, along with 
all the other twenty-seven elders of the Gedeo church association. 
�e twenty-seven were separated for a time, but eventually ended 
up at a jail improvised in a public building by the peasants associa-
tion in Wenago, fourteen kilometers south of Dilla. 

Most of these elders were among those who had heard Pastor 
Hsueh, with Werku translating, when he’d come to Dilla in 1978 
and 1979. Hordofa, a tall man with a broad face, had done some 
studying and had realized better than most what might be coming. 
Trusted in the community, he had been asked right at the beginning 
of the Revolution to be chair of the peasants association. Now he 
was being paid for his refusal. Hordofa’s wide forehead is still deeply 
scarred from a blow which split open his skull during a torture ses-
sion at Wenago. 

�e day it happened, the local Party secretary arrived in a drunk-
en state. He threatened various of the twenty-seven men with a huge 
cudgel, among them the elderly Atara, who’d been a witch doctor 
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before his conversion. An accompanying party member yelled at 
Hordofa, “Kale Heywet—renounce your faith!” Hordofa returned, 
“I have not believed in Kale Heywet, I have believed in Jesus Christ.” 
�e drunken Party secretary was infuriated, and crashed the club 
down upon Hordofa’s head. It split open. Blood sprayed out so 
shockingly, that the drunken secretary wheeled and stumbled out.

�e twenty-seven men the Party people were trying to break had 
already withstood great di�culties throughout the years when their 
church was being born. �ey’d experienced persecution from their 
own parents and neighbors in the 1950s. Before communism had 
come, their landlords had resisted the gospel and expelled them o� of 
their land. �ey’d seen their homes and churches burned by Gujjis. 
�e Orthodox or the government, often the same, had jailed evan-
gelical believers before. When the communist cadres urged them to 
go back to their traditional culture in the 1970s, the believers had 
already paid the price for laying aside those practices which they’d 
deemed unbiblical. “�e Bible is our culture now,” Werassa put it.99 
�is Marxist hurdle was just one more lap in their race. 

When the elders did not recant, a new tactic was tried—remov-
al to a more persuasive, more miserable prison, way down in the 
parched lowlands, about 130 miles south of Dilla. �e very name 
“Yabello” could make chills go up the spine. At �rst, the men did 
not know where they were being taken, perhaps even to execution. 
In the middle of the night they were summoned outside. Soldiers 
went down the line of prisoners smashing ri�es on their heads and 
bodies. �ey were loaded into a truck at 4 AM, bleeding and cold. 
�eir experience that night was a strange combination of submis-
sion and triumph. Although they were helpless, a triumphant sense 
of being in the will of God—of being empowered by His Spirit for 
this test—came over the group. �ey began to sing.

One of the songs addressed God, and translated into English 
meant something like this: 

99. Ethiopian Christians do not leave what they see as their culture’s admi-
rable features, such as their graciousness, hospitality, and people-oriented culture. 
What believers lay aside are bondages such as interethnic warfare, murder, polyga-
my, dealing with Satan through witch doctors, and worship of spirits, snakes, trees, 
and the like.
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With one aim in view we go where you decide;  
Because of your leading, night and day,  
all our enemies will be overcome, so 
Nothing can cause your servants to fear! 100

The dilla men arrived at Yabello prison hungry, aching, and caked 
with blood from beatings and dust from the open road. �ey ex-
pected to know no one, but were greeted warmly by two Christians 
brothers from Burji, the area the Fellows opened up in the 1950s, 
followed by the Cumbers. Aberra Wata and Tirufat Arero were young 
men who had been arrested when traveling to a funeral. People were 
forbidden to cross the borders of the peasant associations, and the 
two were also incriminated by the contents of their briefcase—a 
Bible, and a report of young people’s work. “You are poisoning the 
minds of our youth,” the o�cial had ranted, and sent them to the 
police station. 

Repeatedly in the days that followed, these young Burji men used 
threats thrown at them to challenge their attackers with meaningful 
considerations. “Do you know what my gun is used for?” a soldier 
taunted. “Yes, it can kill people,” Aberra replied. “Two would be suf-
�cient to �nish o� me and my friend here. If that were to happen 
we would be immediately transported to be with the Lord.”101 Such 
answers infuriated, but they were meant as a testimony which might 
plant a hope or a warning, even in the subconscious. 

Once in jail, the arti�ciality of their “criminal” designation some-
times surfaced in amusing ways. A respected woman who taught 
in the local Yabello school suddenly became ill, then began raving. 
She evidenced what the community recognized as demon posses-
sion. Even the witch doctor could do nothing with her, and suggest-
ed sending for some amanyoch (“believers”). Few people would ad-
mit to that designation in those days, but someone suggested there 
were two amanyoch in jail. Aberra and Tirufat were fetched for a few 
hours. A Bible was called for and found, the gospel was read from it, 

100. Cumbers (1995), Joy, 52f.
101. Con�dent statements like these were not based upon self-con�dence, 

thinking oneself to be “good,” but Christ-con�dence. His promise to his disci-
ples, sinful though they were, was “because I live, you shall live also” (John 14:19). 
Ethiopian believers meant their con�dence to point to the risen Christ, whose res-
urrection and whose promises could be relied upon. 
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after which the prisoners prayed in the name of Jesus for the a¹icted 
woman’s deliverance. What takes place at a scene like this is fright-
ening to behold, but not uncommon in Ethiopia. �e amanyoch’s 
prayers availed. After the violent demonic manifestations left the 
teacher, she admitted she’d earlier declared herself to be a Christian. 
She had abandoned the faith and sold herself to Satan, she said. �e 
family was so happy about her restoration and so impressed with the 
miracle they’d witnessed, that they invited the prisoners to eat with 
them. �e word of what had happened spread abroad. �e next day 
the prison was thronged with people who wanted to see “the men 
with the incredible power.” Of course they pointed them to the One 
whose power had overcome Satan. 

Party o�cials went on accusing the two men of this crime and 
that. “Go away and read this,” one said, putting a book in their 
hands. “Bring it back tomorrow and tell me what you have learned.” 
�is ruse was commonly used by people asking for a bribe. �e pris-
oner is to return the book with money inserted, a condition for drop-
ping the case. Of course they didn’t cooperate, so eventually they 
were sent from Soyama prison to Yabello’s. �ey arrived there be-
fore the Dilla men came. 

At �rst they found the place very di�cult. Aberra became ill, and 
almost died. �e daughter of a man from Soyama who was teaching 
in Yabello providentially discovered them, and began to send them 
food. �en word came that Party leaders had studied Aberra’s �le 
and had decided that he should be executed. �e Commandant an-
nounced the alternatives: 

“It’s either execution, or you must deny you are one of the believ-
ers.” “If they execute me,” Aberra returned, “I’ll be immediately with 
the Lord.” “�at’s what we thought you’d say,” the Commandant 
grumbled. �e matter was dropped.

Aberra had not been musically gifted, but he began to be given 
songs. He was amazed at this gift of composing. One of the guards, 
however, delighted in creating �lthy parodies to the believers’ songs, 
grieving them deeply. One evening this ugly-spirited man announced 
to them, “Tomorrow morning at this time you won’t be in the land 
of the living.” A few hours later, after midnight a terri�c hailstorm 
broke out. It thoroughly frightened the prisoners and the whole 
town. Wind and hail wrecked several of the prison roofs, including 
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the parodying guard’s, but not Tirufat and Aberra’s cell. To their 
surprise, higher-ups came bursting in the next morning, lashing the 
guard. He was stripped of his uniform and beaten before them, then 
put in a cell, himself. Somehow his treatment of the Christians was 
being blamed for the storm. Aberra and his friends begged for mer-
cy for the man. �e prison head had him beaten again, but he �nal-
ly got his uniform back. Prisoners saw the elders taking the guard’s 
part. �e forgiveness demonstrated spoke volumes about the life of 
Christ at work in these unconventional prisoners. 

Water was a big problem at Yabello. Neither destructive hail nor 
blessed rain was received lightly. When the Dilla men arrived, water 
was so scarce at that season that townspeople had only one misera-
ble hole left and the prisoners had to send out with their own mon-
ey to buy what little they could get for themselves. �ree days af-
ter the twenty-seven came, a heavy rainstorm storm broke over the 
town, saturating the earth. “�e believers have brought rain with 
them from Gedeo,” the townspeople declared. 

But the pressures upon not only the prisoners, but also on their 
families, were great. Under duress, eventually ten of the twenty-sev-
en men decided to sign papers which would facilitate their release, 
in spite of the others’ entreaties. �ey rationalized it this way: “Why 
are we �ghting with our government? Abraham even said that Sara 
was his sister in the Bible in order to have peace with the ruling king. 
Elijah �ed from Jezebel. Why should we bring all this trouble up-
on ourselves and our families?” �e ten told the warden they would 
cease propagating the gospel. “Why ever did you come all this way 
to deny your faith?” asked the warden. “You could have done that 
in Dilla, and saved yourself a journey.”

When the ten made it back home, they found that the wives of 
the remaining seventeen were being harassed by Dilla kebele leaders. 
“Don’t complain to us about your families being destitute,” they said. 
“Your husbands could have signed the paper and become free like 
the ten.” However, the church was upset with those who returned. 
Some went to other denominations; others were eventually received 
back into fellowship with the Kale Heywet Church. �e incident 
was hard to put aside.

�e prison wardens started choosing Dilla men for special re-
sponsibilities when they saw the diligence with which the seventeen 
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attacked the hard labor assigned them. Many became “trustees” and 
Balcha served on the prison council. Alcohol was a problem among 
the prisoners, causing �ghts and thieving and sometimes murder. 
�e Christians began to help settle disputes. �ey would kneel on 
the �oor and pour out their hearts to God for the place. “We knew 
that only the gospel could cure all this evil,” Balcha said. “Without 
waiting for permission, we believers set up programs in each cell for 
Bible teaching.” �e keeper of the prison was duly impressed by the 
gradual change in the overall atmosphere of the prison. “He knew 
how the transformation had come about, and praised the elders for 
the careful counseling,” Balcha said, “but we would have preferred 
that he had given the glory to God.” 

So it was that the believers were eventually allowed to teach free-
ly. �ey constructed a temporary meeting place, and held services in 
the prison. When the Christians started earning a little from handi-
craft work, they tithed it and collected money to send to the church 
in Dilla for the evangelists’ fund. Balcha, a man of humor, smiled at 
the situation. “What irony! All the churches in the countryside are 
closed, but the one in the prison is alive and well!”

Dilla church people had been sending someone with food for 
their men to Yabello every other week. �ey in turn shared it widely 
among the other prisoners, many of whom were Muslims. Few had 
seen such generosity in the context of a prison. When Christmas 
came, the Christian prisoners bought a big goat, and with special 
foods sent from Dilla, threw a party. Of course they told the story 
of Jesus. An Amhara prisoner who had once been in training for the 
Orthodox priesthood trusted Christ. In prison, he grew in the faith, 
and upon his release started a church in Yabello town.

�is kind of result was typical of what was happening across 
Ethiopia. Prisons became preaching places, but places where the mes-
sage presented could be tested for its worth in the �res of a mean but 
shared ordeal. Did Christ really change lives? Obviously. Few micro-
cosms could demonstrate the truth so conclusively, as we might word 
it in the West. But it would be the demonstration of power which 
spoke best to Ethiopians—power demonstrated through natural, 
physical, and spiritual deliverances, and also through servanthood. 
�e power of love shone brightly behind those prison walls, point-
ing needy people to the only One who could conquer hate with love. 
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While the twenty-seven were at Yabello, Werku Gole was doing 
time again in the Dilla prison. For the �rst six months, he wasn’t al-
lowed even to see his wife. “At �rst it was solitary con�nement from 
visitors,” Werku said. �ey feared his in�uence. Once Ato Tekle 
made a trip from Addis Ababa and was able to get in. Gerhard often 
came through Dilla. “When Mr. Bössler came, he wept to see me 
there, doing nothing,” Werku said. “We talked together. �e pris-
oners were astonished to see him weep.” 

Later Werku sometimes got a few words with his wife, Hallelujah, 
through the prison fence, with the help of people who would 
stand between that spot and the guardhouse line of vision. By then 
Hallelujah was mothering �ve children. Werku was thankful for his 
preparation for prison through Pastor Hsueh’s visit to Grace Bible 
Institute years before. Yu Kwong had helped to prepare them for 
persecution, suggesting how to stand �rm, and how to meet under-
ground. He had encouraged them with testimonies of Christian lead-
ers like Wang Ming-Dao who had su�ered greatly but been spiritu-
ally victorious in China. On a later trip, Yu Kwong had visited the 

WERKU GOLE (DILLA, 1994)
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church in Dilla, bringing his wife. Hsueh Lily had shared with the 
women and her wise advice strengthened Hallelujah now. 

Werku’s leadership gifts couldn’t go unnoticed even in prison. He 
was eventually allowed to teach math to prisoners. A charismatic man 
who spoke good Amharic, he was also chosen to make the prison an-
nouncements. God reminded him as if to say, “Look, even in prison 
I give you this job. You stand here in front, leading.” Gerhard ob-
served as he came and went that this work helped Werku avoid be-
coming demoralized. 

After a year, in November of 1984, Werku was released. “Just limit 
your religion to your own family and keep quiet now,” the commu-
nists said, but Werku would not be silenced. “How could we keep 
quiet?” he gestured, palms upturned. “We have to speak to other 
people! It’s like breathing!” 

Werku’s prison experience helped him identify with the men down 
at Yabello. “I was serving them and their families. I worked on their 
papers. �e Lord was so gracious, so kind to us. When one door is 
closed, the Lord opens another. �e families were not left unaided. 
�e church took the men food every �fteen days—two hundred ki-
lometers they had to travel.” �e communists expected their isola-
tion to make them give up. Eventually, Werku helped secure the re-
lease of the Yabello men. �ey’d been separated from their families 
for two years. 

When they were all free again, Werku set out with enthusiasm to 
“outproduce” the communists. “I like the communists,” he would 
declare openly, “for if we watch them very carefully, we can learn 
much from them. �ey are working for their ideology, and dying for 
it. Are we working as strongly? Are we working that hard to spread 
our philosophy for the good of the country? What power is behind 
the communists? Do we have less? No, greater! We must give our 
lives to proclaim our message!” 

In response to Ethiopia’s troubles, relief funds were coming in 
from abroad. Werku was good at spearheading programs. �e Gedeo 
church instigated rural development in the form of schools, clin-
ics, and kindergartens. Note that while all this was developing, the 
churches had been closed. �e church had often been insulted as 
worthless, so Werku sent an invitation to Party leaders: “Come and 
see!” When the o�cial from Hawassa went to examine the projects 
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in the rural areas, he was amazed. “How did you get this built way 
up here?” he asked, incredulous. He spoke to the crowd that day, 
Werku remembers, something like this: “For our Mother Ethiopia 
we need this kind of people! We don’t want just empty slogans. �ese 
people are needed. We need the working hand!”  

At the far end of Gerhard Bössler’s route lay Gujjiland, still al-
most unreached by the gospel. He could not seem to rest until the 
Gujjis had really had a chance to hear the gospel. Cli�ord Mitchell 
and �omas Devers had tried to reach them in Dr. Lambie’s time 
before the Italian invasion, but had been killed in 1935 traveling 
through Arsi Oromo. Gujji territory is dangerous for any “foreigner,” 
for Gujjis kill to prove their manhood. �ey are known for taking 
the genitals from their victims as proof. First-generation evangelicals 
from the Burji, Amaro, and Gedeo believers had tried to befriend the 
wild Gujjis, but were killed or driven out. Even the military regime 
feared to meddle with them. As Gerhard said, “It became more and 
more clear to me that the Gujjis would never receive Good News 
from enemy territory!” He determined to raise up Gujjis to reach 
Gujjis, if he ever got the opportunity.

�ere was one Gujji who had become a Christian in the early six-
ties while his child was being treated at a hospital at Yirga Alem. �is 
Ato Dembi Edina’s life was transformed. He dealt in a godly manner 
with his unbiblical situation of having three wives. Some believed as 
a result of Dembi’s witness, but the Gujjis burned his home down 
and told him to stay away. After three years living near Dilla Hospital 
for the treatment of a sick son, the father had been strengthen by fel-
lowship with Gedeo Christians, and returned home to rebuild his 
house. He made it available as a base from which Dilla evangelists 
could circulate, which of course cost him in many ways, including 
being stoned in the marketplace. Dembi and Gerhard encouraged 
each other. When famine conditions threatened Ethiopia again in 
the early eighties, Gerhard worked on ways to get wells dug and food 
supplies channeled in to the Gujjis. “Food for work” programs were 
being o�ered in Ethiopia, endeavoring to help people without caus-
ing a loss of dignity or initiative. �e formula had weaknesses, but 
it was worth a try. Gerhard began to supervise a road building proj-
ect, for which crews earned food for work.
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At the height of the drought, the road project meant sometimes 
as many as four hundred Gujjis got food for their work as the trails 
were being chipped out of the hillsides. �e local people came to 
call these torturous trails “the Road of God.” Its undulating red dirt 
route eventually became studded with groups of believers who had 
carved out their portion of the road with picks and shovels by day, 
and gathered in the night hours around camp�res, where they lis-
tened to the few �rst-generation Gujji believers tell them about God’s 
amazing provision of forgiveness and reconciliation. 

Unknown to the Gujjis, Christians had been praying for them for 
decades. �e light of reconciliation was beginning to shine forth fur-
ther down the Sidamo road.

I revealed myself to those who did not ask for me;  
I was found by those who did not seek me.  
To a nation that did not call on my name, I said,  
“Here am I, here am I.”

(Isaiah 65:1–2)
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Chapter 21

EAST AFRICA WRITHING

While Negussie’s years strung out at “the end of the world,” and the 
Dilla elders continued in prison down in Yabello, life in the outside 
world was about as challenging. �e four horsemen of the biblical 
Apocalypse102 seemed to be thundering across Ethiopia in the eight-
ies: war and death in battles, and famine and pestilence in the prov-
inces hardest hit by drought. �e Horn of Africa was a seething pot 
boiling over. People streamed out into homelessness in all directions. 
�e famine drove people toward food sources. Government resettle-
ment schemes were turning people into internal refugees. Secret es-
capes over borders turned people into external refugees. 

People moved east and west across those borders. Eastward, in 
1981, a million Somali-speaking Ethiopian refugees out of the 
Ogaden strife had set up camps in barren Somalia. As the eighties 
progressed, Tigrayan and Eritrean refugees poured westward over 
the Sudanese border, �eeing displacement, famine, and war. In turn, 
Sudan pursued its own civil war, scattering refugees the opposite di-
rection into Ethiopia. 

Irony of ironies, the very issue which was used to bring down the 
Emperor came back to discredit the new rulers when their govern-
ment’s expensive Tenth Year Anniversary celebration overlapped the 
1984 famine, now making world news. Famine had struck the Wollo 
Province in the north and even areas of the south. From �e Kansas 
City Star we picked up on headlines at home: 

102. See the Book of Revelation, chapter 6.
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7 million Ethiopians face starvation, U.N. says

More than 7 million Africans face death by starvation in Ethiopia, 
where the worst drought in a decade has left rivers bone dry and turned 
the nation’s breadbasket into a dust bowl. [...] UNICEF said relief ef-
forts have been hampered by rebels in Eritrea and Tigre provinces and 
the remoteness of many a�ected areas. [...] �e drought, once cen-
tered in the north but now spread to the south, is considered the worst 
in the east African nation since 1974. More than 200,000 Ethiopians 
died during the 1972–74 dry spell, which indirectly led to the fall of 
Emperor Haile Selassie’s government. [...] �e Relief and Rehabilitation 
Commission  [...] estimates that the number of people affected by 
drought and famine has crept up from 4.8 million to 5.2 million. [...] 
Ethiopia, which spends 46 percent of its budget on defense and has the 
largest standing army in black Africa with 250,000 troops, has denied 
charges it spends food aid to buy Soviet weapons.

�e USA was supplying 43,000 metric tons of grain. Appeals from 
World Vision and other aid agencies brought shocking images in-
to American living rooms (between juicy hamburger commercials), 
pictures viewers remembered from a decade before. “Ethiopia” was 
becoming synonymous with disease, despair, and death. But our 
family still saw it as a lovely land full of vibrant life, although mor-
tally threatened. 

In mid june 1984, a phone call came to my husband in Kansas. 
“Charles, the famine is worsening in Ethiopia. SIM has asked us to 
locate an emergency medical team. Could you get free for a couple 
of months and go—immediately?” Emmanuel International was 
rounding up medical workers for a project in southern Ethiopia—
near Soddo, our �rst Ethiopian home. Missions in Ethiopia were 
hard-put to sta� feeding programs, since missionaries were virtually 
quarantined and weren’t allowed to increase their personnel. �ey 
turned to aid agencies for short-term volunteers. Charles did go out 
with an Emmanuel team of seven, most of whom were old SIMers 
who were thankful to get this opportunity to serve in Ethiopia again. 
Since the governmental blockage of permanent visas, staying long 
was not possible, but relaying people in on three-month visitors’ vi-
sas allowed short windows of opportunity. 
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Getting back to the Soddo area after a decade under the Marxist 
heel, the team became painfully aware of the burial of so much that 
had been—the bustling mission schools, the busy Soddo Hospital 
and medical training program, the outstation clinics, and of course 
the burgeoning Wolaitta churches. �e very earth had dried up. 
A feeding station was created in the lowlands, where the team set 
up camp. �e volunteers must keep their distance from the Wolaitta 
believers, who now would come under suspicion if they fraternized 
with foreigners. 

The team heard about one last triumph for local believers before 
the mass church closure the year before. �is oldest of the south-
ern churches for forty-four years had held annual Spiritual Life 
Conferences at Soddo. Great numbers came, and great blessing was 
poured out. Although the local government administrator warned 
that he would not give permission for the conference in 1983, the 
leading elders declared they would proceed as usual. Nearly 10,000 
people arrived the first day, a shock to the administrator, who 
promptly drove over to the church compound with a police escort, 
arrested three leaders, and took them to town. 

Accompanied by �ve carloads of soldiers, the elders were sent 
back to dismiss the crowd. It was a massive although peaceful assem-
blage, with people seated on the ground, mostly clothed in the bril-
liant white of the national costume, the scene dotted with the bright 
scarves of women. Hands went up all over the assembly, objecting 
to the order to disperse. “Muslims are allowed to meet, Orthodox 
Christians are allowed to meet, what’s di�erent about our wanting 
to meet without hindrance?” a spokesman challenged. “You see these 
women with children in their arms. �ey and the rest of us will rath-
er die than give up the right to worship God. We’ll face your guns. 
Shoot us in the front; we won’t turn our backs to you!” �e crowd 
raised their Bibles in the air and echoed their spokesman’s challenge: 
“We will continue to worship God. You have your guns, but our 
Bibles are more e�ective weapons.” 

Deterred  temporarily, the authorities left but returned the next 
day, only to �nd even more people gathered. It seemed that those in 
attendance the previous day had been joined by people who had at 
one time made a profession of faith, but for one reason or another 
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had not stood �rm. During the night there had been a tremendous 
heart-searching on the part of those present. With loud weeping, 
hundreds of backsliders confessed their sins and now stood with the 
other believers to demand that they should enjoy freedom of reli-
gion like the Muslims and Orthodox. In the end, the administrator 
removed his soldiers. �e day went down as a victory for the church, 
and a witness to the watching community. 

But retaliation did not linger long. All 738 of the Wolaitta church-
es were soon sealed in a day. Even house meetings were banned. Only 
underground activities were left to the evangelicals. 

Emmanuel’s feeding camp, one under SIM / KHC’s care allot-
ment, was located about 40 kilometers from Soddo, down towards 
a lake known for its hippos. In the distance the outline of Humbo 
Mountain could be seen, home of Ato Wandaro Dabaro, a beloved 
patriarch among the �rst Wolaitta believers. He had been impris-
oned by the Italians. Now younger Christian leaders who grew up 
on that mountain were among those being periodically imprisoned, 
as was Wandaro, again, himself. 

During Charles’ tenure that summer of 1984, other ex-mission-
aries or their sons or daughters �ltered in from Canada, Australia, 
and the United States. It was like a family reunion! But the rest of 
the family were not well. Some 10,000 Wolaittans were a�ected 
badly enough to need supplementary feeding, which was organized 
in twenty-�ve locations. People were hungry and dying and crying 
out to God. 

Veteran missionary nurses know how to run a tight ship and the 
Emmanuel camp was cited as one of the best. No water was avail-
able. It had to be hauled in for everything. “At �rst, silence was the 
key to grasping the condition of the camp’s children,” Charles said. 
“It was like a cancer ward when we started. But after just a week of 
feedings, children’s voices began to be heard—they began playing a 
little, as children will. �en we knew we were winning.” 

When our family had been stationed at Soddo Hospital almost 
twenty years before, Charles operated more often on bowel obstruc-
tions than on any other condition. �e blockage struck many in a 
certain season and was caused from eating raw corn. �at summer of 
1984, a man came to the feeding camp obstructed, but the camp had 
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no operating room. Charles risked driving him to Soddo Hospital, 
now sta�ed by Cubans. It was night, and they found no doctors 
on duty. Charles and an Ethiopian relief worker got the man into a 
bed. Spontaneously without thinking, Charles raised his voice and 
called out in a voice the ward could hear, “Wosanah!” �e word had 
remained in his mind, for it was often used in the hospital in for-
mer days to call Wolaittans to pray. Now the term was forbidden. 
Nevertheless, others did join in prayer with Charles and his help-
er. (Some days later Charles got word that the patient miraculously 
survived without surgery.)

�e two slipped out of hospital, so run down now, and started 
to drive back to camp in the darkness. Charles allowed himself one 
swing down the road past our old home—Dr. Scheel’s before us, and 
others after us. �e front room window was uncurtained, and on the 
wall above a dim lamp a huge photo stared out: Che Guevara, hero 
of the Cuban revolution. 

During the summer of 1984, Ato Fancho’s evangelist son came 
down to speak about Jesus to those who came for grain. Go’iso was 
barefooted, and being blind, easily hurt his feet. How pleased Charles 
was to be able to give him a pair of his boots. Later, Charles got a 
chance to visit Go’iso’s sister Marta’s home. Marta, a student on the 
campus, had cared for our children when we’d �rst come to Soddo. 
She had become my closest Soddo friend. It was Go’iso and Marta’s 
father, Ato Fancho, whose church the cadre had tangled with, the 
cadre who fell into a drunken stupor and was eaten by hyenas. 

Across the lake from the feeding center lay Gujjiland. �e govern-
ment decided to forcibly resettle Wolaittans su�ering from drought 
over there, but the Gujjis were a frightening community among 
whom to dwell. �eir fear would prove to be well founded. 

Christians were pondering the underlying reason for the famine, 
struggling to see the hand of God in the situation. How should they 
pray? “Some see it as a judgment upon the church,” we were told, 
“some as the rise of evil and the resultant neglect of God’s people, 
some as an incentive for the nation to return to God.” Charles was 
struck by the stark encounter he’d seen with the realities of Romans 
8:35, “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble 
or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness...?” Psalm 33:18–
19 meant much to the community: “But the eyes of the Lord are on 
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those who fear him, on those whose hope is in his unfailing love, to 
deliver them from death and keep them alive in famine.”

Back in Addis Ababa on his way home in August, Charles com-
pared notes with other famine workers at the mission headquarters. 
By then, John Cumbers had moved to Kenya, and then on to the 
United States, and Alex Fellows was directing the Ethiopian �eld. 
“Uncle Charlie” was disappointed not to have touched bases with 
our old friend, Sahle. Later Sahle told him that in this case, God had 
protected them from meeting. Great pressures were being put on the 
Pente teacher and his wife Aberash in Debre Zeit just then. Being 
seen with a foreigner would have surely meant his arrest. 

Back home, Charles poured out the story to our family. His most 
enduring image was a little boy beside the road to the feeding camp 
who solemnly waved to the famine workers day by day. He never 
seemed to come to the camp. Later Charles wondered, was he too 
weak to make it? He could not forget the little sentinel who did 
what he could. 

The problems of relief work in the north were more complex, for 
there it was impeded by war-zone dangers and the cutting of supply 
lines. Ethiopian forces attacked inland truck routes and the seaport, 
where tons of food aid intended for the north were intercepted and 
commandeered. “Reports persisted of EEC [European Economic 
Community] grain intended for Ethiopia being simply trans-shipped 
at the Ethiopian port of Massawa into a Russian vessel, to pay for 
Russian munitions,” reported Peter Cotterell in his analysis of the 
causes of the catastrophe.103 

Already the government had put “villagization” into e�ect, forc-
ing peasants to move from their scattered homes into planned vil-
lages, supposedly to cluster them around more easily delivered com-
munity services, but ones which rarely materialized. By the end of 
1988, over twelve million people were reportedly relocated in vil-
lages in twelve of the fourteen administrative regions of the coun-
try.104 Villagization was criticized as simply a method of facilitat-
ing the regime’s control over the population, cutting rebels o� from 

103. See Cotterell (1988), Ethiopia, 151.
104. See Ofcansky and Berry (1993), Ethiopia, 85.
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peasant support, and discouraging dissident movements.105 Many 
became refugees rather than be villagized. In the Harerge region of 
the Ogaden, 33,000 �ed to Somalia.106 

Whether this tactic of forced resettlement of people from famine 
areas was designed to improve food possibilities or to break up cen-
ters of protest was not clear. In 1985 and 1986 about 600,000 were 
uprooted from their home villages and farms by the military and de-
posited in various areas of the south. 

Con�ict escalated between Eritrean insurgents and the Mengistu 
regime. Sudan was amazingly gracious about hosting more and 
more “guests.” By early 1985, more than 300,000 refugees from the 
drought or war had arrived on Sudanese soil. Meanwhile, the oppo-
site situation occurred in the south of both countries, where thou-
sands of Sudanese refugees �eeing the con�ict between the Sudanese 
regime and the Southern People’s Liberation Front had come over 
the border into western Ethiopia. 

In May of 1985, Charles received another call from Emmanuel 
International, this time for a rescue operation involving Ethiopians 
in Sudan. �e government resettlement schemes were proving disas-
trous, for whole populations were being dumped in areas that were 
strange to them, and without the start-up tools and supplies they 
would desperately need. I sent out a postcard to friends which said:

Prayer alert, please. Charles had another quick request and left May 
9th, this time for Sudan. About 1500 Ethiopians had come across the 
Sudanese border from the uninhabitable tsetse �y belt, where they gov-
ernment had “resettled” them. �ey wandered across the border into a 
civil war zone, and are about to be cut o� by the rains. Sudan’s govern-
ment asked Emmanuel to send a doctor and nurse to escort these peo-
ple (ill with sleeping sickness and malaria) north to the safer and more 
supplyable refugee camps. [...] Try to “wear the shoes” of these displaced 
people—widowed, orphaned, ill, hungry, and bereaved—some Muslim, 
some Marxist, some Christian. [...] Sudan is struggling for stability af-
ter a coup, has its own hunger problem, and is �ooded with refugees.

105. Ofcansky and Berry (1993), Ethiopia, 86. See also R. Kaplan, Surrender 
or Starve (Westview Press, 1988), 120.

106. Ofcansky and Berry (1993), Ethiopia, 88.
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How could we get people to identify with a situation so removed 
from our western a¹uence? We had worked in Sudan in 1977–79, 
and could picture the situation and the terrain. We could well re-
member the �ery sting of the tsetse �y, which we’d experienced in 
closed-cab travel through the Sudan. �ese Tigrayan refugees were 
on foot. �e swampy sudd of Sudan is impassable for months, when 
the rains come. Up north, the camps were dry, though bleak. At least 
they were supplyable, hence the plan to move people north quickly. 
Tigrayans back in the homeland were harder to supply. In fact, food 
aid delivery was so blocked when routed inland from the east coast 
of Ethiopia, that whatever was to get through to Eritrea or Tigray 
had to be trucked in from the west through Sudan. 

We understood little about the Tigrayan people at that junc-
ture, except that their rebel forces were becoming more and more 
threatening to the Ethiopian government. We hardly had noticed 
that Ethiopia’s ancient Axumite dynasty had been seated in Tigray 
Province. Tigray lay just below the Eritrean Province. �e two were 
“cousins” who shared a common vernacular language, Tigrinya, in-
stead of the Amhara’s Amharic. �e Eritrean insurgency had begun in 
the 1960s, but the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) did not 
form until 1975. �e TPLF demanded social justice and self-deter-
mination for all Ethiopians.107 �e Eritrean–Ethiopian War dragged 
on for years. In spite of Ethiopia’s military aid from the Soviet Union 
and its allies, the insurgents could not seem to be beat. In the early 
eighties, Eritrean and Tigrayan insurgents began to cooperate, the 
Eritrean People’s Liberation Front providing training and equipment 
which helped to escalate the TPLF into a full-�edged �ghting force. 

Moving Tigrayans into the inhospitable tsetse �y belt in western 
Ethiopia turned them into wandering refugees struggling to get away 
from the death trap where they were left. 

�e team which Charles worked with received truck loads of 
parched and exhausted Tigrayans who were brought into the bare 
camp, just a �at �eld with nothing to o�er but grain, water, plas-
tic buckets and tin cooking pots. �orn trees o�ered little shade, 
for their leaves were gone, and the heat was intense for anyone, es-
pecially people accustomed to the Ethiopian highlands. Each little 

107. See Ofcansky and Berry (1993), Ethiopia, 60.
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group—families had been decimated—gathered rocks for their cook-
ing �re. Fareed, a Sudanese graduate from Grace Bible Institute in 
Ethiopia years ago, directed the proceedings from a tin shed which 
served as both o�ce and clinic. 

But in the big refugee camp whose stick houses could be seen just 
beyond the new arrivals, cholera had broken out. �at news was ter-
rifying. Had the Tigrayan wanderers been torn from their homes, 
moved south, wandered west, and been trucked north, for this vast 
U-turn only to lead to death anyway? Would they do better to face 
armed violence at home, than death in this desert? 

Charlie was barely getting acclimated himself when the team was 
caught by total surprise. Early one evening, just as the sun was dim-
ming, the team noticed massive movement, but little sound. �ey 
went to check, and found the whole Tigrayan community standing 
at attention. All their meager supplies were gathered up and hung 
on walking sticks over their shoulders. Without a word, in a long 
�le they turned their faces east and headed into the darkening des-
ert. Only tin clinked and babies cried. �ey had made their choice. 
Relief workers wept. Who made it home, the foreigners would nev-
er know, nor what of “home” was left. 

Perhaps the price people were paying in situations like these ex-
plains why the Tigray People’s Liberation Front surprised the world 
six years later by persevering southward again, this time to the very 
capital, to expel Mengistu’s government. 

Woe to those who make unjust laws, 
to those who issue oppressive decrees, to deprive the poor of their rights 
and withhold justice from the oppressed of my people,  
making widows their prey and robbing the fatherless. 
What will you do on the day of reckoning,  
when disaster comes from afar?  
To whom will you run for help?  
Where will you leave your riches?

(Isaiah 10:1–3)
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Chapter 22

THE “BLACK JEW” ENIGMA

While the Four Horsemen of Revelation were thundering over 
Ethiopia in the early eighties, a secret operation known only to the 
participants was being organized. It happened close to where Charles 
watched the Tigrayan refugees rise up as one man and head eastward 
to Ethiopia, a few months before. 

Operation Moses was a drama reminiscent of the Hebrews’ exo-
dus out of Pharaoh’s Egypt. �is modern exodus, over 3,000 years 
later, was out of Muslim Sudan. Some 8,500 “black Jews” from an 
ancient community in Ethiopia had escaped from their homeland 
and had since been languishing in Sudanese refugee camps. �ese 
“black Jews” were called Falashas, but Beta Israel (“House of Israel”) 
was their preferred title. 

�eir exodus would spirit them to Israel, not on foot, but by air. 
Journalist Ruth Gruber paints the scene the �rst night of the mass 
escape starting in 1984. Picture 250 tattered refugees, some not yet 
born and some barely alive, packed into four busses after dark and 
driven from their refugee camp near Gedaref to Sudan’s capital at 
Khartoum. 

Midnight. �e busses pulled over to the back entrance of the interna-
tional airport and waited. Shortly after 1 A.M., the 707 landed. �e 
busses rolled up to the tarmac. �e people spilled out. Mothers carried 
their babies beneath their shammas in pouches on their backs. Nearly 
naked children clung to adults’ hands. Precariously, they mounted the 
stairs. Inside the plane, kindly Belgian stewardesses helped them fasten 
their seat belts. A doctor moved among them, prepared for any emer-
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gency. At 2:40 A.M., the engines roared, the plane raced along the run-
way, and �ew into the African sky. Operation Moses was underway. It 
was dawn, November 22. �anksgiving Day.108 

All this had to be kept under wraps as the operation continued, load 
after load. Flights dared not be scheduled from Sudan to Israel, so 
transfers were made in Europe. Diverse collaborators were at risk 
in this whole process: Jews from Israel, Europe, and the United 
States who were engineering it, Presidents Mengistu of Ethiopia and 
Nimeiry of Sudan who were looking the other way, and the refugees 
themselves, desperate for its completion. People who knew about 
Operation Moses were beside themselves either with uneasiness, im-
patience, or exaltation. 

�e refugee camps of Sudan at that point reportedly held some 
400,000 refugees, a mixture of Jews, Christians, Muslims, and pri-
mal groups. �e Operation’s hope was for the roughly nine thousand 
Jews interred to be selected out from the others and carried safely 
into Israel by mid-January, 1985. �is vast movement was �red by 
the compelling plight of the Ethiopian Jews in famine-decimated 
Ethiopia, further fueled by Israel’s passionate call for aliya (immi-
grate to Israel, literally “going up”). Jews from all over the world had 
been returning to their avowed homeland since the establishment of 
the State of Israel in 1948. 

�e Derg had little sympathy for a religiously-oriented commu-
nity of any kind. Past rulers had forbade the Jews to own land, re-
sulting in the pejorative name Falasha which meant “landless one” or 
“foreigner,” even though their roots in Ethiopia apparently predated 
Christian ones. Some say the word was coined to designate Arabian 
Jewish immigrants in the Christian era.109 Once estimated at half a 
million, the population of Beta Israel was thought in the 20th cen-
tury to number about 28,000.110 Although a handful had in recent 
years trickled out secretly, Chairman Mengistu, like his predecessor, 
barred emigration. If he were to let the Jews leave, he may have rea-
soned, tens of thousands of Christians and Muslims would take it 
as a precedent for their getting out too. In the wake of the 1984 di-
saster, with NBC exposing the famine and aid pouring in from the 

108. Gruber (1987), Rescue, 168.
109. See Par�tt (1985), Operation, 18.
110. Gruber (1987), Rescue, 9.
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West, the secret �ight of thousands was embarrassing to Ethiopia’s 
government, especially the huge Jewish exodus. Of course, once out, 
most refugees were stuck over a border with no place to go. “Of the 
thousands who had �ed to the camps in Sudan, the Jews were the on-
ly ones who had a place to go—Israel—anathema to the Communist 
regime,” as Ruth Gruber put it.111 

Mengistu needed funds and arms for his own purposes. Military 
expenditures were a constant drain, and celebrations for the 10th an-
niversary of the Revolution would be costly—$100 million as it was 
later reported.112 It would seem that Mengistu traded the Falashas for 
hidden bene�ts supplied through Israel.113 Israel was paying heav-
ily to redeem Beta Israel. �e initial costs for the Ethiopian exodus 
plus the �rst year of absorption was estimated at $100 million. �e 
United Jewish Appeal in America was expected to raise $60 million 
of that, and actually brought in $65 million.114 

American Jews, especially the American Association for Ethiopian 
Jews were less patient than other advocacy groups. Too early, a leak 
occurred in Israel and was picked up and announced by the New 
York Times on January 4th: “Israel Has Airlifted 10,000 Ethiopians.” 
Other newspapers responded with their own headlines. “Bravo, 
Israel!” the London Sun applauded. “Israel alone” wrote the British 
Sunday Express, “was capable of plucking a whole people from the 
nightmare of the Ethiopian famine with such brilliant elan.” �e 
Guardian editorialized:

�ere are no lengths to which Israel will not go to protect its people, as in 
the raid on Entebbe, or to avenge them, as in the capture of Eichmann. 
No other country would have had the nerve, and the total indi�erence 
to international niceties, to grab many thousands of people from the 
mountains of East Africa and �y them to another continent.115 

111. Gruber (1987), Rescue, 10.
112. Gruber (1987), Rescue, 162.
113. Ofcansky and Berry (1993), Ethiopia, 300 says, “In 1985 Tel Aviv report-

edly sold Addis Ababa at least US $20 million in Soviet-made munitions and spare 
parts captured from Palestinians in Lebanon. According to the EPLF, the Mengistu 
regime received US $83 million worth of Israeli military aid in 1987, and Israel de-
ployed some 300 military advisers to Ethiopia.”

114. Gruber (1987), Rescue, 185.
115. Gruber (1987), Rescue, 188.



280  Overcomers

Sudan’s Nimeiry could no longer shut his eyes; he canceled the air-
lift.116 Fear swept through those left behind. Israel’s distraught Prime 
Minister assured the stranded remnant that Israel would leave no 
stone unturned to save them. Jewish leadership in the United States 
got the ear of President Bush, who was on his way to Africa. He met 
with Nimeiry, who agreed to a quick completion of the rescue un-
der complete blackout, with “considerations.” �e $15 million in 
aid to Sudan which the USA had been withholding was propitious-
ly released. 

Americans played the major role now, Charles and I later learned. 
Of course, the Jewish presence is large in America. We gleaned clues 
to their motivation through an insight shared by an American re-
searcher studying Falasha liturgy and music in the seventies. She had 
contact with American Jews who came repeatedly during the earlier 
famine to Ethiopia to bring aid, while secretly working toward fa-
cilitating immigration to Israel. 

I liked many of these people personally and came to understand bet-
ter their almost fanatical commitment to the Beta Israel. Several allud-
ed to guilt over the inability of the American Jewish community to save 
European Jewry during the Holocaust. �e Falasha cause, they felt, was 
a rare opportunity to in some way compensate for that earlier tragedy, 
a chance to rescue Jewish lives in jeopardy. Others had been activists in 
the American civil rights movement. Disillusioned by black radicalism 
in the 1960s, they had come to view the Ethiopian Jews as a cause that 
demonstrated their commitment to radical equality.117 

�us Operation Sheba, an attempt to complete the partly aborted 
airlift, presented American Jews with a golden opportunity. “�e 
rescue of the remaining refugees was nearly an all-American opera-
tion,” Gruber reveals, tracing the intricacies of cooperation between 
American, Sudanese, and Israeli agencies as C-130s ferried plane-
loads from Gedaref every half hour, �ying directly to a military air-
port outside Eilat in Israel.118 

Informed by background in the Bible and the Ethiopian epic, we 

116. See Gruber (1987), Rescue, 213f. Actually Nimeiry was deposed in April of 
1985. His Vice President was served a life sentence over the Operation Moses a�air.

117. K. Shelemay, A Song of Longing (Univ. of Illinois Press, 1991), 147.
118. See Gruber (1987), Rescue, 190.
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read between the lines, mulling over the rescue’s signi�cance. �e 
event echoed back to King Solomon’s seed, traditionally said to be 
given to the Queen who received “all her desire” (1 Kings 10:13), plus 
the stolen Ark, supposedly spirited o� to Ethiopia. Symbolically it 
was as if Sheba were making another journey to Israel, bringing back 
Solomon’s progeny, her most priceless gift. Surely Zionistic and na-
tionalistic overtones competed. Had the royal seed been ransomed 
back 3,000 years later... or stolen from the homeland of the unique 
nation which claimed guardianship of the Ark? Or a third possibil-
ity, was this modern exchange, as materialists would say, simply a 
matter of economics?

The jews of ethiopia belong in the Christian story for historical, 
spiritual, practical, and eschatological reasons. �eir interwoven im-
portance in Ethiopia’s whole saga emerges out of past and present 
history. �eir future bears watching, as well. 

Skipping over earlier Falasha history to the 20th century, we �nd 
that Zionism abroad played a major role in Beta Israel’s “displace-
ment,” or “return”—two ways of looking at the situation today. 
Soon after Haile Selassie’s reconquest of Ethiopia in 1941, the era 
of Zionism �owered, including growing interest in the “black Jews.” 
E�orts to gain aliya status were made. In 1975, the Chief Rabbis 
concurred in ruling that the Jews of Ethiopia were eligible for Israeli 
citizenship under the Law of Return. Ethiopia’s new government 
forbade immigration. Like everyone else, Beta Israel was caught in 
the malaise of the Revolution, the dangers of the Eritrean–Ethiopian 
War, and the extremities of the famine. As Jews on the outside pre-
sented it, “Caught between government and anti-government forc-
es, threatened by deteriorating security and a declining economy, 
the Beta Israel endured repeated atrocities in the mid 70s and ear-
ly 80s.”119 Steeled by a host of “atrocity” memories, Jews abroad 
thought in terms of deliverance. �ey strategized. Of course non-
Jewish Ethiopians in even larger numbers su�ered similar atrocities, 
but they had few advocates and found no corporate way of escape. 

So it was that mysteriously, some 10,000 Falashas abandoned their 
villages to make the torturous month-long trek to Sudan. Along the 

119. Shelemay and Berger (1986), Jews, 23.
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way, it is estimated that probably 1,000 perished from hardships at 
the hand of nature and men, whether bandits, Ethiopian troops, or 
Sudanese border guards. Of those who reached the camps alive, it is 
estimated that 2,000 to 3,000 Falashas died there from dehydration 
and disease while waiting for passage to Jerusalem.120 

Such was the situation on the eve of Operation Moses. “It surely 
deserves a place in history,” said Israel’s Chaim Rosen, “along with 
other spectacular rescue operations that have been carried out by the 
Israelis since the founding of the State. �e rescue involved sorting 
out some 7,000–8,000 Jews from among approximately half a mil-
lion Christian refugees in a Muslim country that had no o�cial dip-
lomatic relations with Israel.”121 �ree of “Abraham’s sons” (Galatians 
3:6–9), Christian, Muslim, and Jew, again intertwined! 

We wonder what the signi�cance of this event might be in God’s 
eyes. After all these centuries, who could have foreseen the mass ex-
odus accomplished by Operation Moses? Who but the eternal One, 
the God of Israel! 

Ah, land of whirring wings which is beyond the rivers of Ethiopia,  
which sends ambassadors by the Nile, 
in vessels of papyrus upon the waters!  
Go, you swift messengers,  
to a nation, tall and smooth-skinned,  
to a people feared near and far, 
a nation mighty and conquering, 
whose land the rivers divide.  
All you inhabitants of the world, you who dwell on the earth,  
when a signal is raised on the mountains, you will see it,  
and when a banner is raised on the mountains, look! 
When a trumpet is blown, hear! [...]

At that time gifts will be brought to the LORD of hosts
from a people tall and smooth-skinned, 
from a people feared near and far, a nation mighty and conquering, 
whose land the rivers divide, 
to Mount Zion, the place of the name of the LORD of hosts. 

(Isaiah 18:1–3, 7; RSV)

120. Shelemay and Berger (1986), Jews, 77.
121. Shelemay and Berger (1986), Jews, 79.



Part VI

PRAYING WITH ALL PRAYER

(During 1985–89)

And pray in the Spirit on all occasions  
with all kinds of prayers and requests.  
With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying  
for all the Lord’s people.

(Ephesians 6:18)
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Chapter 23 
FREE!

“Come to celebrate! Negussie has been freed!” Fantaye could hard-
ly believe the message. “Come to celebrate?” Yes, yes, the commu-
nity always greeted freed prisoners, sharing thanksgiving and praise. 
“Negussie has been freed?” Yes, no, yes, she thought, could it be that 
our prayers have �nally been answered? Could it be that we will next 
face each other with no fence between? 

Fantaye trembled as she approached Negussie’s sister’s home. 
Almaz still did not know about Fantaye’s relationship with her broth-
er. Negussie! He will be inside. How will I ever melt into the stream 
of visitors who will come all day to greet him? Can the weight of 
feeling between us be kept invisible? 

People took their turns praising God and greeting the released 
prisoner. Her turn �nally came. Fantaye found herself weeping as 
they embraced. It was alright, everybody embraced in Ethiopia. It 
was alright, everybody cried at such moments of emotion. It was al-
right, their secret could be kept. 

Fantaye’s life would take on a whole new pattern! No more Sunday 
trips to the prison. No more praying, When? she wondered. Well, 
not when the release, now it was when �nd a job, when be able to...? 
No, we must not think too far ahead. Negussie must build up his 
strength. Ex-prisoners have to learn to live in freedom again. �ey 
are still suspect. Work is hard to �nd even for people with no mark 
against them. How will Negussie support himself? Let alone any-
one else...

But there was hope! �ere were times together! Had God not had 
been faithful every step of the way? Surely He could be counted up-
on during these special days, and for their future! 
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Negussie began to move around Addis, acquainting himself with 
how the city’s life had changed out there beyond him those six years. 
Now he could stand outside the police station where he’d �rst been 
incarcerated in Addis near the Piazza. He could stand where Fantaye 
had stood, but he could look into the foreboding building with x-
ray eyes, picturing the layout, identifying with the prisoners, smell-
ing the very stench of the place. But Negussie was free. He could 
pay a visit to his old community, the “Invisible Fellowship Church” 
down at the “End of the World,” his second Addis prison home for 
so long, but he was free to leave again. He revisited his old haunts, 
dropping in at the mission headquarters, the compound where 
the Colemans had lived, and the former academy where he’d once 
worked. �e buildings were largely unchanged, but much had hap-
pened to people in his absence. Most of all, he had changed. He’d 
su�ered, grown, shared life with people and in places unknown to 
his old friends, and in it all, he had found the Lord to have been his 
most faithful friend.

And Fantaye? She had been there with him as best she could. She 
was a bridge to his past and a bridge to his future. For the present, 
they still had much living and learning to do together in the now 
which was suddenly available to them. 

He found Pastor Kedamo’s Meserete Heywet church to be teem-
ing with activity, o�ered a joyful opportunity for worship, fellowship, 
and service. �e Girls Christian Academy as he had known it when 
he worked there had been phased out. At the mission, John Cumbers 
had gone and Alex Fellows had come up from Soddo to take his role. 

Out at the Press, Negussie’s old friends, the Colemans, had gone 
home to Canada. How he longed to see his beloved friend, John. �e 
adjacent language school was still in operation. A few new people 
were being allowed into the country, so classes had to be arranged 
for them as well as for returning missionaries who needed refresher 
courses. After six months without work, Negussie began as an “in-
formant,” as they called an individual tutor at the language school. 
Students loved him. He treated them professionally, but was such a 
warm, cheerful fellow, that they may not have realized what he’d been 
through. Sometimes they would tease him about being a bachelor. 
He would smile, and say little in response to that subject.
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War and famine and poverty swirled around outside of Addis 
Ababa, but the city was supplied. Government-controlled media re-
ported some of the conditions, but state-censored news was often 
manipulative, and could be falsi�ed. One might hear a truer report 
from BBC. What could not be hidden in Addis Ababa was the ever-
increasing in�ux of the wounded into hospitals, the homeless setting 
up more and more plastic hovels on the streets, and the increasing 
number of street children begging at stop lights. 

At the new KHC property close to Kerchele Prison, more and 
more railroad cars which had brought in supplies now lined the 
courtyard, having been converted to storage for equipment or of-
�ce space for Community Development administration. �e famine 
which had arisen in 1984 had not abated. Aid organizations focused 
more and more activity on Ethiopia. Hussein worked with KHC, 
and his wife, Belaynesh, was working in the World Vision o�ce. 
�e expatriate organizations could ship in the food, but e�cient and 
fair distribution depended upon trustworthy nationals. Eventually 
Negussie decided to respond to the cry for help in the famine. 

Once he had told Fantaye, “I have no wealth, not much knowl-
edge, but I have Jesus Christ in my heart, so I have everything, real-
ly. �is is all I can o�er you.” His wealth had not increased in pris-
on, and establishing a home would take money. Again, they must 
wait. Before he left Addis Ababa, they let their families know about 
their hope to someday marry. Fantaye’s parents were not pleased. 
�e matter would take time—time to win her family’s favor and 
time to a�ord a wedding. Meanwhile, Negussie would serve where 
he could. He signed on with World Vision, and was sent to Sokota, 
a town hundreds of miles north of the capital. Once again, Fantaye 
was out of reach. �is time the vast expanse of the awesome Simien 
Mountains separated the two. 

Negussie’s first sight of Sokota emerged from below their Twin 
Otter as it approached a steep-sided butte. Like everything in the 
Simien Mountains, this landform was huge. A space photo of the 
wrinkled face of this vast terrain would show Sokota to be on the 
north–south road, halfway between Lalibela and Mekelle, capital of 
the Tigray Province. Across the mountains to the west, Lake Tana 
gleams, and to the east, the escarpment drops o� abruptly into the 
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Danakil desert. Seeing the butte’s drop o� at the end of the landing 
strip, a passenger couldn’t help fearing, how will we stop in time? 

�e World Vision feeding center was located west of the Dessie–
Asmara Road midway between Wollo and Tigray Provinces. Negussie 
learned that over the mountains to the south was Lalibela, with its 
12th century rock churches. To the west were the Falasha settle-
ments—their population cut in half since the “Operation Moses” 
exodus to Israel. Whom should Negussie �nd to be the administra-
tor in charge but the Sahle who had recently been a school director 
near Debre Zeit. As they spent time together, Negussie learned some 
of what had been going on in Sahle’s life. 

While negussie had been in prison in Addis Ababa, Sahle had felt 
like a prisoner himself in his job at Dukem. Aberash managed her 
math teaching with less problems than Sahle, who had a higher pro-
�le as an administrator. Agitation to get rid of him had risen to a fe-
ver pitch in 1984. He was accused of “sowing a foreign commodity,” 
and he was called to the Party o�ce. �e night before the appoint-
ment Sahle and Aberash pondered over their predicament. “I must 
be happy if they put me in prison, and be thankful to the Lord,” he 
reminded them both. Aberash assured him she was proud of his faith, 
and encouraged him to be bold and not ashamed. 

At the Party o�ce, he was asked questions like, “Aren’t you a fol-
lower of this newcomer religion? What about your bringing this in-
to the school?” �ey quizzed him about his political consciousness. 
Sahle had a fairly clear knowledge of Marxism-Leninism. “I know 
it, I’m not ignorant of it,” he insisted, challenging them in return. 

�en a higher Party leader came and 4,000 people were assem-
bled in a big warehouse for a meeting called to expose the “Pentes.” 
After kebele reports, the harangue began. �e ordeal lasted hours—
from nine to three. 

“What are the characteristics of this newcomer religion?” the 
leader asked. Response: “It fools students, tells them not to �ght, to 
throw guns down and pray. �ey say if we pray, money will come 
through the roof of the house. But the Orthodox go to war and even 
take the tabot (replica of the Ark). �ey are patriots! �is new reli-
gion is the opposite. Our school director invites students by night 
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and indoctrinates them. He is our enemy! We can’t separate him 
from the imperialists!”

Sahle had long had the habit of trusting God with childlike faith. 
He observed the vicissitudes of his own life with amusement, as if 
looking in from the outside. Here’s how he tells the story of this oc-
casion when he was squirming in the hot seat: 

“I was fanning myself, sitting in the audience. Today I’m going to 
get it, I thought. �en I noticed I was fanning myself with a mag-
azine... oh, oh...Guideposts Magazine. I thought, I can’t swallow it! 
I can’t throw it down. I brought my own evidence! I tell you I was 
really sweating. 

“Aberash was not there in the meeting. She was at home trying to 
braid our daughter’s hair. �e Holy Spirit urged her to stop and go 
and pray. She did, for one hour. �en she tried to do the hair again. 
Again the Spirit seemed to say to pray about Sahle. She couldn’t have 
peace, so she prayed another hour.

“Students were assigned to make accusations. ‘He’s done this, 
done that,’ went on and on. ‘Have him go to Marxist discussions,’ 
was a recommendation. ‘No,’ they threw back, ‘he knows, he’s de-
nied Marxism as a science. We can’t say he’s ignorant. You try to 
convince him!’ ”

�e meeting ended with Sahle being condemned and publicly 
cursed aloud. After that, he had to move the family o� the school 
compound. It was the rainy season and two of their �ve children had 
the measles. After managing that resettling with di�culty, they were 
told to move again. Alas, next Sahle was put in jail at the kebele pris-
on. “It was really very funny,” as he recalls it. “It was a shock for the 
town, having the principal sleeping on the ground in jail just when 
grade six and eight exams were given, and report cards were due. 
I had to pay bail and get out just to get my reports done!”

�ings went from bad to worse. Where to live next? A Christian 
couple in Debre Zeit kindly o�ered the family of seven their small 
service house—two narrow rooms, one about nine foot square, the 
other slightly larger, with the usual cooking shed outside. Sahle load-
ed up their goods and settled the family there. �ey enrolled their 
children in the Debre Zeit schools. Meanwhile Sahle had to walk ten 
kilometers (6.2 miles) a day to work at Dukem. Next the education-
al and kebele o�cers decided to strip Sahle of his principalship. �ey 
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arranged to send him to a common teacher’s job at a small school in a 
distant area. He’d been director at Dukem for four years, where he’d 
directed two shifts of grades one to eight. “I tell you, we were broken 
into pieces. We’d just paid school fees for our own children to start 
the new term in Debre Zeit in September. How many times more 
with no house, no position? we wondered. We were utterly broken.”

�ey went to appeal the matter to the awraja education o�ce. 
Aberash was weeping as she faced the man in charge: 

“If you can’t decide the truth—if your decision is illegal and not 
right—then our heavenly Father will make the right decision,” she 
�atly stated. 

“It’s Sahle’s mistake,” the manager said. 
“How so?” she retorted. 
“He didn’t register as a Party member!” 
“I’m very glad he isn’t a registered member,” she returned.
“Aberru (his loving nickname for her), let it be,” Sahle hushed her. 

“Please cool down, relax, take it easy. It’s not the end of our life!”
One Party man saw the truth of the situation and tried to inter-

cede for them, but the thing was left hanging in the air. 
In Debre Zeit, believers from a number of church groups were 

praying for this beleaguered couple, including Girma, Teshome, and 
Solomon’s families, the Air Force o�cers whose homes sheltered the 
underground church and Bible school. Very soon, out of the blue, 
an unexpected message came. Sahle was asked to work with World 
Vision, and to start in two weeks! Had he been the Dukem director, 
getting a “free letter” would have been di�cult. Jobless, he was free 
to go. God had turned the tables! 

Sahle was not one to hold a grudge and he could always see the 
humor in a situation. “When I began working for World Vision in 
the south, I had to travel through Debre Zeit in a big car. ‘We are 
ashamed,’ they’d say as they’d see me drive through. I tried to pray 
for them instead of cursing them. I prayed especially for about ten 
Party people after I went north to Sokota. When I was home on 
leave, I even took bananas and went to visit them. Before we were 
quarreling. Now I was hugging them. We were reconciled. �e Lord 
can change things. He is a miraculous God! Some of them admitted 
to me, ‘Sahle’s God is the true God.’ ” 
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Sahle worked with World Vision half a year in Wolaitta, then in 
Kambaata. Periodically he got a short leave to come home to his fam-
ily in the tiny house in Debre Zeit. In 1986, he was sent north to the 
distribution center at Sakota, where he found Negussie. 

Sokota’s feeding center was circled by the Derg’s army, and be-
yond them, circled again by forces of the Tigray People’s Liberation 
Front (TPLF). World Vision distributed food from this site. Sahle 
was assigned to be Project Director and Negussie as Stock Control 
Manager, acting as cashier and bookkeeper. People in area were in 
pitiful shape, beset by war and drought. For three years there had 
been little rain. �e Agaw people lived in this area. �ey are a dis-
tinct ethnic group who ruled Ethiopia before the Solomonic line, 
and include the Falashas. People would walk long distances to receive 
food aid from the center. �e rebels needed supplies too, which put 
food stashes in jeopardy.

Since negussie and fantaye were newly engaged, it was �nally ar-
ranged that she might visit him brie�y. She was terri�ed as the Twin 
Otter nosed down to land on the 900-meter butte. Learning that 
their World Vision camp was doubly surrounded—by the Ethiopian 
Army and the ring of Tigrayan rebels—was threatening, too. Still, it 
was wonderful to be in the same location with Negussie. After her 
visit, letters followed. 

One day, however, riveting news came over Fantaye’s radio. And 
back in Addis Ababa on home leave that week, Sahle heard it too. 
“Sokota is ambushed,” the news blared. “�e TPLF has taken the 
town!” Sahle was shocked. He could hardly believe it. He’d missed 
being caught by only three days and was sitting safely at home! 

Eventually they learned the details: �e rebels had brought 500 
mules and donkeys and carried o� the relief e�ort’s stores of wheat, 
�our, oil, and the like. �e sta� up on the butte were held under 
house arrest for �fteen days, while the Tigray People’s Liberation 
Front enjoyed eating the food on hand. �ey needed cash, too. 
Negussie told Mulugeta Haile at World Vision’s head o�ce later that 
when they demanded the money, it came into his mind that this is 
God’s money. It was given for the destitute. I don’t want to give it to 
the rebels. Negussie boldly refused to hand anything over. “We have 
nothing to give you. You have taken all our supplies, and we don’t 
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have money to give to you.” He refused to discuss it further, and was 
willing to take the consequences. �ey surprised him. �ey refrained 
from resorting to further pressure. During the two weeks, they gave 
the famine workers daily political consciousness classes, talking about 
democracy and their goals. Captives were given four rather magnan-
imous choices: go abroad, go back home, stay in the area, or join the 
Tigray People’s Liberation Front. It seemed that the TPLF at �rst 
meant simply to get Tigray Province free from the Derg. �at was 
their goal when Sahle and Negussie were at Sokota. Later Yehadig 
(their Amharic name) decided to try to defeat the Derg. 

After �fteen days, the rebels escorted the workers out, walking 
with them three days, exhausting days of climbing up and down the 
rippling mountain expanse. Negussie had kept the money in hid-
ing, and carried it out. He was not used to such physical exertion. It 
took all his strength. About three hours short of Korem, a town on 
the Dessie road which was under Derg control, the TPLF escort bid 
them a cordial good-bye and left the group to make their way on 
alone. In Korem, transport to Addis Ababa could be found. 

Back in the capital, Negussie took every cent of the money he had 
carefully protected from capture to the World Vision o�ce. “But his 
reward,” his old Wolisso friend Mulugeta Haile lamented, “was just 
to end up jobless.” Sokota was closed. Negussie was appreciated and 
respected, but his employment ceased. 

For nearly six months, the ex-prisoner was again without work. 
At least he and Fantaye had more opportunity to see each other. 
Eventually he worked with the Southern Baptist mission in Addis 
Ababa for over a year. Still, he longed for further training. Negussie’s 
old friend Alemu had been sent to Kenya for training a decade be-
fore, but found the material so repetitive of what he’d had at Grace 
Bible Institute that he had gone on for advanced work in America. 
Now, at last, Negussie’s treasured opportunity came. Pastor Kedamo 
and other leaders recognized the young man’s potential. Such men 
were rare. �e Kale Heywet Church o�ered Negussie a scholarship 
to study at Scott College in Kenya. �is would qualify him for fur-
ther church leadership, a future to which he looked with great ex-
pectations. �ose who got out of Ethiopia in these tense days could 
not help feeling a sudden surge of freedom. Negussie fully intended 
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to return, but the fresh air of a stable country would be a refreshing 
experience for a time. 

Again, it meant postponing marriage, but the promise of a settled 
career gave the couple hope. By now, they’d waited a decade. Again, 
they parted. Now he would try to remember Fantaye’s rich soft voice 
as he read her letters. �is time the barrier was not a fence, not a 
mountain range, but a national boundary. 

My times are in your hands;  
deliver me from my enemies and from those who pursue me. 
Let your face shine on your servant; 
save me in your unfailing love. [...]

How great is your goodness,  
which you have stored up for those who fear you,  
which you bestow in the sight of men  
on those who take refuge in you. 
In the shelter of your presence 
you hide them from the intrigues of men; 
in your dwelling you keep them safe from accusing tongues.

(Psalm 31:15–16, 19–20)
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Chapter 24

DEATHS AND BIRTHS

When rains came and the drought abated, it was time to assess the 
damage. An Ethiopian o�cial who had headed up the relief opera-
tion and defected to America in 1986 wrote a book. By his calcu-
lations in Red Tears, 1.2 million people had died, 400,000 refugees 
were displaced in Somalia and the Sudan, 2.5 million were internal-
ly displaced, and 200,000 unaccompanied children had been reg-
istered. �ese statistics, no matter how staggering, are impersonal 
numbers to the outside observer. 

We can get a better grasp of the meaning of such uprooting 
through stories of individuals. One such account appeared under the 
title, A Courageous Journey: �e Story of a Family’s Will to Survive.122 
Publishing it in 1988 with no identi�able place names used, Patricia 
St. John tells the story of many a child through the eyes of Mehrit, a 
teenage girl wandering with her little brother while her parents make 
a courageous journey to �nd them. 

In his �nal chapter, the author of Red Tears goes beyond statistics 
gathered by 1985 to assess the gravest damage:

But the biggest toll of the famine was psychological. None of the survi-
vors would ever be the same. �e famine left behind a population ter-
rorized by the uncertainties of nature and the ruthlessness of their gov-
ernment. Families had been torn apart by resettlement, community life 
disrupted by the famine and by villagization. �e dead had neither been 
buried decently nor mourned properly. �e sick and the dying had not 
been cared for according to tradition. �e religious and moral values of 
the people were put to the severest test. 

122. P. St. John, A Courageous Journey (Moody Press, 1988).
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Many felt that they had sinned and that God had punished them. Others 
felt that God had forsaken them. Many victims I spoke with had left 
their loved ones dead or dying by the roadside. �eir own struggle to 
survive had pushed these events out of their minds, but now as they re-
covered the memories came back to haunt them. Many wished they had 
died with their loved ones. �ey found no relief in the rains: they had 
been dulled by hunger and sickness; now they were overwhelmed by 
fear of the unknown that lay ahead of them. �ey were afraid of another 
drought and the government reaction that would follow. All of the pos-
sibilities seemed equally terrifying. Would there again be no action at all 
for month after month? Would there be more resettlement, villagization, 
and mass conscriptions?123

Exhausted and disillusioned, Ethiopian citizens and government 
troops as well found themselves dispirited for war. �e Eritrean 
People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) and the Tigray People’s Liberation 
Front (TPLF), however, grew in determination to take down the 
Mengistu regime. In 1986, the EPLF celebrated their twenty-�fth 
year of resistance, and called upon the United Nations, the Arab 
League, and the Organization of African Unity to recognize the le-
gitimacy of their claim to nationhood. Guerrilla activities, isolated 
battles, o�ensives, and counter-o�ensives ground on.

Down in the south, families grieved the loss of their sons who had 
been captured by force and taken to the front to be used like so much 
gun-fodder. Prayer was the weapon the church waged. Often limited 
to underground gatherings in little groups, Christians used the night 
hours to build arsenals of prayer. 

By now the church in the south had worked through its initial 
loss of equilibrium and was developing a stability and maturity. 
New initiatives were being born. �e conference center at Bishoftu 
was one place expatriates and nationals could share fellowship with-
out caution, and its remaining open seemed an on-going miracle. 
�e Borlases had come back and were hosting events there, pro-
viding warmth and Howard’s unfailing humor! In spite of the reli-
gious issue, believers tended to cooperate with the government’s eco-
nomic and social programs. �ey proved to be reliable workers in 
the Community Development projects across the county, and were 

123. Dawit G., Red Tears (Red Sea Press, 1989), 355f.
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learning technical and leadership skills thereby. A new station was 
even opened at Kamba. Instead of complaining about the resettle-
ment program supposedly devised to combat e�ects of the famine, 
Christian students prepared themselves to use the opportunity to 
bring hope in Christ and supply the Scriptures to new places. Groups 
of believers in a “church” area welcomed the opportunity to resettle 
en masse to an “unreached” area. For example, Kambaatans resettled 
in an area in the North took their relocation as a mandate from God 
to open the way for the gospel in a place to which few evangelists had 
been allowed to go. Churches were born. 

Whereas so much dying had multiplied hopelessness in the wid-
er community, one particular burial in Wolaitta rose like a beacon of 
hope. It was Wandaro’s. Only a few weeks before, the dear old saint 
had walked down from Humbo Mountain to Soddo and back, but 
his strength was waning. Wandaro Dabaro had been among the very 
�rst Wolaittans introduced to Jesus in the late 1920s by missionary 
Earl Lewis.124 Wandaro in turn was instrumental in leading Daanna 
Meja to put his faith in Jesus, and the chain of believers continued. 
In those pre-Italian days, Wandaro was treated roughly by his master 
and local authorities who were Wolaitta’s Amhara overlords. He was 
repeatedly imprisoned, beaten with sticks, whipped with rhinoceros 
hide, and had his hair and beard pulled out. Nevertheless, he used 
these “opportunities” to spread the word of God and invite his per-
secutors to believe. Fellow-believers observed his fortitude, prayed 
for him, and were themselves emboldened. When the cadres ordered 
his congregation to tear down their church, Wandaro led them all 
carrying the wood to the government leader’s home—singing! For 
sixty years after his conversion, Wandaro had lived out a humble, 
prayerful, gentle life, winning far-�ung strangers and the people of 
his mountain to the Lord. During the Revolution, he had stood with 
the young people who refused to shout the communists’ curses, and 
went to jail with them. 

124. �e �rst child of the Lewises died three days after birth. Davis (1966), 
Fire, 44f tells of the funeral, to which leaders came who had actively opposed the 
gospel. Local understanding was that one must attend the funeral service of even 
his enemy, or else be linked with the witchcraft that may have caused the death. �e 
Lewises’ sorrow was mingled with joy to be allowed to testify to their hope in Christ 
in the context of the funeral. 
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On the day of Wandaro’s funeral, communists o�cials in Soddo 
town had called a big meeting to try to bring the rising Christian wit-
ness in the area to a stop. �ey were upset with a wedding concur-
rently going on in town, one of those occasions believers used to wit-
ness publicly. Under their open window, amidst the o�cials’ vows to 
stamp out this Christian movement, cars were going by, �lled with 
celebrants singing praises to God! So upset were they with the juxta-
position under their noses that the funeral out on Humbo Mountain 
escaped their notice.

Out there, the neck of Humbo Mountain was being encircled by 
human chains of believers winding their circular way around the steep 
incline, heading for Wandaro’s church, bearing bouquets of �ow-
ers. �ousands of believers in their gleaming white shammas were 
coming to celebrate their dear friend’s life on earth, and now his life 
in Heaven, the life they too would share with the One who called 
Himself “the resurrection and the life.” �ey rejoiced in the con�-
dence that death simply transfers into Heaven the spirit of those who 
die, if they have already begun their new life somewhere along their 
road, as Wandaro had so long ago. Jesus told Nicodemus, “You must 
be born again,” and they believed him. Such a huge gathering had 
not been held in Wolaitta since the churches were closed in 1983. 
It was like a conference again! God must have rejoiced over his son 
as he received him Home, his body now bedecked with garlands of 
�owers and his friends expressing their own expectation of immor-
tality. Might God have chuckled a bit over the fuming o�cials in 
Soddo? Or wept? 

What else was happening among Christians in the south? Going 
back a couple of years, and over eastward, the Dilla elders had been 
released. But the church building project which the co�ee o�ering 
had been con�scated lay idle. �e foundation stones rose two and a 
half meters above engul�ng grass. Like many educated Ethiopians, 
the Gedeo leader, Werku Gole, had experimented earlier with the 
possibility of studying abroad, but government permission had been 
denied. Nine months after his release from prison, he was surprised 
to receive clearance to leave the country. Perhaps they thought his 
leadership would be less disturbing to the area if he could be removed 
from the Ethiopian scene. 
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Werku headed for LeTourneau College in Texas, leaving the fam-
ily at home. Such a separation perhaps seems strange in our Western 
perspective, but it is something Africans have often had to do to fur-
ther their education. Wives and children make the sacri�ce and seem 
to count the price as a justi�ed investment for the church and for the 
future for the whole family. 

Werku later told the story of what happened in his case. At �rst 
all was new. He was enjoying the experience in the United States 
and was doing well in his studies. “But after a few weeks, the Lord 
spoke to my heart,” he relates. I have done something wrong with the 
Lord, I thought, not with my family. What have I done against you? 
Please show me! I need peace in my heart. He seemed to answer me, 
‘You inaugurated all those projects. But what have you done with my 
church? Sheep and goats are wandering through the church founda-
tion. �ere is no Bible teaching, it is a time of persecution.’ 

Werku pondered the Scriptures and found Jeremiah 45:5. “It 
speaks of ‘seeking great things for yourself.’ I wept. I knew it would 
be hard. I pleaded, If we build, won’t the government take it? �e 
door has �nally opened to come here. What shall I do? ‘Stop school. 
Start building, start teaching the Bible,’ I felt He was saying to me. 

“My hair was wet with perspiration. I was crying. Fortunately my 
roommate was gone. What shall I do? Who will understand me? How 
would people at home understand my quitting here? ‘Go, it’s enough 
that I understand you. �is is between you and Me’ the Father seemed 
to be saying. Can’t I stay here and raise money?” Werku had e�ectively 
raised money to support the church. But the answer he got was no.

“I consulted the advisor in Longview, and he said, ‘Let someone 
else do that, Werku.’ God said, ‘Listen to me, not others.’ I sat down 
and wrote explanations to the school and to KHC, saying, ‘I have a 
mission. �e Lord has spoken to my heart.’ I asked my professor to 
write a letter to the KHC o�ce (who had sent me on scholarship) 
testifying that I’d been an outstanding summer school student, and 
had left of my own will. When I returned, they were astonished.”

Big Werku loves to tell the story, gesturing widely. “I’m Werku-
from-America now,” he joked as he re-enacted it, “and I’ve come 
here to do things!” He surely did. He had come back to the schools, 
clinics, and kindergartens which they’d started earlier, now ready for 
more. He said the Dilla believers admitted, “Our heart wasn’t with 
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you. Only our lips. We didn’t speak for we might have o�ended you. 
We believe it is the Lord who has done it. �e Lord will reward you 
highly. We will stand with you. Lead us!” 

By the time of Werku’s return, the churches in Gedeo had opened 
again. So they all put their hands to the work and went on to build the 
big church and conference hall, an Amharic-language Bible school, 
and the �rst Kale Heywet Ministry Training Center (KMTC). �e 
KMTC, a vision of Paul Balisky, was designed to �ll the hole left by 
GBI’s closing. It took students at the upper-level for theological train-
ing o�ered in English, combined with practical skills deemed valuable 
to the country. In Gedeo the church was marching forward again. 

Concurrently, the biggest breakthrough among unreached peo 
ples was happening in Gujjiland. Werku’s old friend, Gerhard Bössler, 
had carried a burden for the Gujjis for years. Even though he’d won 
a hearing by years of helpfulness to them through the road and water 
projects, and even though the Gujji king was willing for the Bösslers 
to live among them, government red tape blocked permission for 
a clinic station for several years. In 1985 they almost gave up and 
moved to Kenya to approach the Borana people, a related Oromo 
group over the border. Permission to build a clinic among the Gujjis 
�nally came at Christmas time, 1985. �ey wasted no time moving 
into a remote location called Biyo. 

�e Enemy was not quick to let them in. Just when a German 
builder had arrived, Gerhard’s car slipped over the edge of a moun-
tain road, hurling hundreds of feet below. �e Ethiopian passenger 
was killed instantly, and Gerhard was barely alive when his wife Edith 
arrived. As Gerhard healed, Edith carried on in the next months, do-
ing the lifting and the driving. Her frustration nearly reached break-
ing point when trying to get out to their son’s high school gradua-
tion in Kenya. �at trip necessitated her getting letters from seven 
levels of clearance—traveling from o�ce to o�ce, local and regional 
and national—to allow exit and re-entry! Such were the nightmares 
of bureaucracy. 

By means of Biyo station, medical care, a grain mill, and oth-
er community helps were brought in. After the Gujjis’ long history 
of killing people from the outside, Gerhard did not forget that his 
plan was “to raise up Gujjis to win Gujjis.” �eir oral culture needed 
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to have the language reduced to writing, materials prepared, litera-
cy taught, and the Bible translated. Leadership must be raised up. 
A church was being born!

Although thousands of these �erce people came to faith in the God 
of the whole earth, they were still in the minority. Life among the 
Gujjis is never “safe.” Edith saw this regularly as she treated speared 
or mutilated patients, treated gunshot wounds, and sometimes had to 
give up the mortally wounded for dead. Once in awhile the Bösslers 
were warned of intentions to kill them. A few tense nights were spent 
in the car, ready to try an escape if attacked. �ey always decided to 
stay and take what came. In the �nal analysis, what came after de-
cades of praying and dying was glorious birth. �e Spirit of God was 
moving in Gujjiland. 

For you know that it was not with perishable things  
such as silver or gold that you were redeemed  
from the empty way of life handed down to you from your ancestors,  
but with the precious blood of Christ,  
a lamb without blemish or defect. [...]

Now that you have puri�ed yourselves by obeying the truth  
so that you have sincere love for each other,  
love one another deeply, from the heart.  
For you have been born again,  
not of perishable seed, but of imperishable,  
through the living and enduring word of God. 

(1 Peter 1:18–19, 22–23)
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Chapter 25

TWO SAGAS IN BALE 

Women’s stories in Ethiopia generally remain hidden. Wives’ ex-
periences run parallel with their husbands, but are usually told 
through their husband’s mouths. One woman’s saga stands out like 
Deborah’s in the Old Testament or Priscilla’s in the Book of Acts.125 
Yeshi Belachew’s story stretches over long years of faithfulness, and 
was set in the scene of the Bale mountains. Bale lies on the edge of 
the Kale Heywet body of believers, east of the Sidamo road. As a 
woman, Yeshi did not travel to KHC elders’ meetings. She lived in 
quiet obscurity, but what a swath this lone woman cut!

A second story of long faithfulness in Bale Province is that of 
Ato Asfaw Demisse. He would occasionally make the trip down to 
Addis Ababa or to an annual KHC meeting somewhere in the heart 
of southern Ethiopia, bringing word of the state of the believers in 
his area. It was he who begged for help at the leaders’ meeting at 
Langano when the Revolution was new. Often communities like 
Yeshi’s or Asfaw’s knew little of sister fellowships in each other’s ar-
eas. �e terrain was rough to travel, but harder than nature’s obsta-
cles was the mindset of human authorities with an eye quick to ac-
cuse or �nd fault. Eventually, Ato Asfaw and Woizero (“Mrs.”) Yeshi 
did meet in 1978. By the close of the eighties, both their groups in 
Bale were knowing and appreciating each other.

As the reader hears their stories and their struggles with the 
Orthodox community, it would be natural to wonder how Christians 
of two di�erent stripes could understand each other so little. Of 
course, we could ask that same question of similar Christian divisions 

125. See Judges 4 and 5 regarding Deborah; and Acts 18, Romans 16:3, and 
1 Corinthians 16:19 regarding Priscilla, wife of Aquila.



304  Overcomers

in the world, outside of Ethiopia. �is chapter will conclude with 
observations about Ethiopia’s unique faith community situation. 

Yeshi belachew was born to Amhara parents in 1947. In spite of 
their Orthodox orientation, Yeshi said her family was tied up with 
evil spirits. “Ten demons lived in my mother.” Yeshi was a tall girl 
with almond-shaped eyes. She too was sometimes troubled by the 
demons. At about thirteen, she was given in marriage to Tesfaye 
Wundgerod.

At a time when the couple and their children were living togeth-
er with Yeshi’s mother in Addis Ababa, Yeshi’s brother worked in the 
capital at the Commercial Bank of Ethiopia. When Yeshi was twen-
ty-one, her brother showed her from the Word of God how to ac-
knowledge Jesus Christ as her own savior. She feared her Orthodox 
husband, if she were to do so. He was unhappy when he found her 
reading a Bible, but eventually she did receive Christ as her Lord. 
Within six months, so did he. It was �ve years later in a time of illness 

YESHI BELACHEW (ADDIS ABABA, 1996)
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that Yeshi and Mulatu’s mother was healed, renounced Satan, and 
was delivered from long bondage. 

Tesfaye worked in a government o�ce in Addis Ababa, but de-
cided to go into business way out in Bale Province many kilometers 
east of Shashamane. �e town was largely Oromo and Muslim along 
with Amhara and Orthodox Christian people. �e Orthodox priests 
in the area were bitterly opposed to other forms of Christian belief. 
From the start, the new family was labeled as “Protestant”—simply 
meaning non-Orthodox—and shunned. Just before the Revolution, 
a few people came to Jesus through this couple, and the Orthodox 
and government united to put them in prison, calling them the de-
spised name, “Pentes.” An SIM missionary was working at the time 
in Bale, and traveled to Tesfaye and Yeshi’s area to encourage the 
handful of believers there. As they gathered, police and Orthodox 
priests surrounded their house and took the whole group to the po-
lice station. “�ey asked us why we were teaching the gospel of God,” 
Yeshi recounts, “because they said they were the only apostles au-
thorized to teach.” Eight priests testi�ed against the arrested group. 
However, they became so embroiled in an argument among them-
selves that they forgot the reason they’d come was to condemn the 
Protestants. �e foreigner was eventually released, but the others had 
to �nd guarantors for bail in order to get out. 

�ey rented a building for worship, but again it was surround-
ed one day by the police and the urban community, and the sixteen 
Christians were taken o� to the police station. One woman among 
the little handful being arrested remarked, “It is not our number that 
they fear, but the power of God in us, which is great.” �e o�cials 
separated and interrogated them like criminals. When Tesfaye came 
home from a trip and discovered what was happening, he told their 
accusers that following the Protestant religion was not a crime. He 
requested and got their release, but they were ordered not to leave 
town. 

During these days, a few believers among people from other areas 
of Ethiopia were assigned to Bale during the zemecha literacy cam-
paign. �ey encouraged the struggling fellowship. Local believers 
were subjected to economic pressures next, for all their domestic an-
imals were stolen. In Yeshi’s husband’s absence on another business 
trip, their eleven month old child suddenly died. �e cold rejection 
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of the town was hard for the grieving mother to bear, and quite un-
Ethiopian. “Orthodox parish members complained they could not 
bury my child because I did not have the so-called ‘Father of the 
Soul’ among the priests. Even if the community wanted to help me, 
the priests did not. A neighbor who was a military man went to the 
police station and told the priests that if they had any accusation, to 
handle it by law, not by keeping a dead child unburied.” He brought 
prisoners to dig a grave in common land, that the body might not 
have to rot in the �eld. 

Believers are not ignorant of the Enemy’s devices. He divides 
through suspicion, distrust, and hate. �e next attack was framed in 
the context of the Somali struggle. Control of the lowland Ogaden 
was a recurring issue between Ethiopia and Somalia. In 1976 Somalis 
were plundering property and taking grazing cattle from the people 
of Bale. In 1977, �ghting nearly reached Yeshi’s town. “Pentes do 
not want to go to war,” accused the little �ock’s attackers. �ey took 
Yeshi’s husband to the battle one Tuesday. On Wednesday, Tesfaye 
was shot. “When they came back from the place and told me—hap-
pily—that he was shot in the forest,” Yeshi remembers, “everything 
was out of my control. I cried to the Lord. �eir hearts did not feel 
hurt for him who left his old mother, six children and nine people 
in the family to me. �ey were quarreling with each other over who 
and where to bury him. I was hurt inside and prayed to God to take 
care of everything. I also decided not to go and get the dead body of 
the husband whom I did not even like to be without for �ve min-
utes, because I did not want to be a cause for the community to 
laugh at me (by taunting her and denying her husband burial in the 
Orthodox cemetery). My God heard my prayer. When the dead bod-
ies of seven other people were brought to the town, my husband’s 
had disappeared.” �ere was no body to bury.

Yeshi struggled to keep the family fed with no income. She was 
nine months pregnant when her husband was taken, and two weeks 
after his death, she delivered her last child. Christian friends had 
gone away because of persecution, and she was left to deliver alone. 
Only one military person in the area brie�y came forth to help. Many 
tried to convince her to go back to Orthodoxy, to Mary, and to an-
gels as her intercessors. She refused to leave the Lord Jesus Christ as 
her only mediator. 
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She and the children struggled to survive. She taught them the 
Bible and Christian ethics faithfully, and the townspeople could not 
deny they were a good in�uence on other children. �ere were �ve 
sons left, and one little daughter. �e latter came to the attention of 
the cadres who staged celebrations for the Revolution. “�en Satan 
started to attack me again. �ey took my only daughter to sing in 
a music band. When she told them she couldn’t sing for them, they 
beat and stoned her terribly. All my children had the same problem.” 
Little Genet was only about eight at the time, but made her own de-
cision. “If she won’t sing, there’ll be no school exams for her,” they 
threatened Yeshi. Kassu’s oldest was taken to jail for a week. Yeshi 
appealed to the authorities for his release, reminding them she had 
no husband, and that his father had died in the war. �ey released 
him, but would periodically come and ask for her boys. Like so many 
young men, they would have to keep moving around outside the city 
to avoid being registered and taken to one of the fronts. 

At that time Yeshi was meeting secretly with four Christians who 
mutually comforted each other. Before long, they dared not come to 
her. She actually knew of more believers in the town, but they could 
not risk being associated with her. Her home was right in front of 
the political o�ces, so everyone who came or went or stood talking 
outside her home was watched. 

“�ree believers who transferred in from Kambaata joined me in 
praying earnestly about the situation in 1986. We were encouraged 
by Jeremiah 33:3: ‘Ask me and I will tell you some remarkable se-
crets about what is going to happen here.’ I stuck to God, because 
I had taken Jesus like my husband, my Lord, my God, and I con-
tinued to raise my children to depend upon Him.” As they prayed 
and fasted, God worked. Fifteen more believed. 

Woizero Yeshi used caution in conducting their underground fel-
lowship. She divided them into three groups who did not even know 
about the other two. �e �rm Christians met inside her home se-
cretly, the growing believers met outside her home, and those who 
had very recently come to the Lord were each discipled separately. 
Often two believers simply appeared to be chatting casually on the 
street, but they were in fact encouraging each other spiritually. She 
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didn’t let them know about each other, lest the weak ones would 
break down and become informers.126

Orthodox leadership stepped up persecution in the eighties. 
Believers were driven out from social a�airs of the town. �ey for-
bid their members to patronize Woizero Yeshi’s small shop, a business 
her brothers had helped her set up. Kassu, her oldest, would come 
home day after day, saying, “Mom, no sales today.” She and Kassu 
told God they wouldn’t leave, considering the shepherding she was 
doing. People accused her falsely of “cajoling children with candies 
and clothes.” �ey killed her two goats and threw them in the mid-
dle of the marketplace so that everyone would see them. �ey black-
listed every believer they could identify, and even named some as 
having Orthodox approval to be destroyed. But in spite of the pres-
sures, more and more came to Jesus. �ey kept a�rming God’s de-
liverances, claiming his promise in Romans 8:28, “that in all things 
God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called 
according to his purpose.” Although the townspeople shunned the 
shop, the rural people came, and when they came, they heard about 
Jesus the Christ. 

Yeshi’s group banded with believers in two nearby towns, choosing 
three elders for each group. Woizero Yeshi was chosen as one of the 
three in hers. She agonized very early about what her church leader-
ship role should be as a woman. “I had some fear before God,” she 
admitted, “but I told Him these were special circumstances in a time 
of persecution.” Ceremonies normally enjoyed by the Christians were 
di�cult to arrange. When elders from elsewhere visited the area, a 
baptism was arranged far from town, at nine at night, and another 
time just before dawn. When any such gathering was impossible, a 
water tank su�ced in her home. Having no place for burial was one 
of the hardest deprivations facing evangelicals. Eventually a place was 
located and was received with deep thanksgiving as a gift from God. 

Yeshi said God showed his righteousness to her enemies, recalling 
words of the 6th Psalm: “Go, leave me now, you men of evil deeds, 
for the Lord has heard my weeping and my pleading. He will an-
swer all my prayers. All my enemies shall be suddenly dishonored, 

126. When the pressure �nally lifted a few years later they were introduced to 
each other and found themselves to be in a fellowship of eighty.
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terror-stricken, and disgraced. God will turn them back in shame.” 
Even without a father, her children grew up and did well in their 
education. (Three completed twelfth grade by the close of the 
Revolution, and the other three were progressing in their studies.) 
She claimed the promise of the Lord to Zion, “For the mountains 
may depart and the hills disappear, but my kindness shall not leave 
you. My promise of peace for you will never be broken, says the Lord 
who has mercy upon you” (Isaiah 54:10). 

Out of her prayers and faithful leadership grew a whole commu-
nity of people who knew their God. Psalm 126 expresses what she 
says she has seen in her experience: “�ose who sow in tears will reap 
with song of joy. He who goes out weeping, carrying seed to sow, will 
return with songs of joy, carrying sheaves with him.”

Asfaw demisse’s town was some eighty kilometers from Yeshi’s ar-
ea. Oromo and Somali Muslims dominate the area. Four famous 
Islamic shrines nearby are involved with the occult and demonism. 
Asfaw came from the Shewa Oromo and his family “wore the thread” 
around their necks, designating them to be Orthodox Christians. 
Since his parents spoke Oromo and the priests conduct services in 
Ge’ez or Amharic, they were not well taught. Asfaw heard the gos-
pel from an Ethiopian believer when he was about sixteen. He was 
thrown out of his home when he believed, but after a year was al-
lowed back. Asfaw was a winsome boy, stocky built with a wide fore-
head and a dimple in his chin.

Asfaw’s knowledge of the Oromo language led to his translat-
ing for nurses in an SIM clinic. His warm and gentle earnestness 
equipped him for spiritual ministry and so after a year in Durame 
Bible School, he returned home as a clinic evangelist with Chris 
Lund. �e Somali war soon caused the clinic to close. Kambaatan 
evangelists had come to the area, but along with the missionar-
ies were removed during the Revolution. Asfaw was pushed in-
to church leadership. With his lovely wife, Tedebaba, and the four 
children born to them, he continued ministry there throughout the 
Revolution. 

In 1977, at the annual meeting held at Langano he asked the Kale 
Heywet Church to help them build a small church. Opposition from 
the Orthodox priests and Muslim leadership was strong. �en the 
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communists added more. �ese pressures caused so many to fall away 
that �nally only �ve were meeting together. 

Prayer became the driving force of Asfaw’s life. When militants 
threatened to kill him in 1978, he spent a whole night in a church 
praying. “It was a lovely night,” he recalls. He had a dream or vi-
sion which was so wonderful he cried when it was over. From then 
on, he stayed in the church all night every Friday. Among his fellow 
believers a pattern developed thereafter which has become perpetu-
al. �ey pray from about eight to midnight; they sleep on the �oor 
till about 4 AM, the women on one side, men on the other; then 
they rise and pray, slipping out when the rooster crows before dawn. 

Sometimes defeats are turned into victories years later. Dis ap-
pointed with a loss in 1974, Asfaw saw an unusual outworking in 
1989. It seems Al and his son Howie Brant drove to Asfaw’s town in 
1974 just as the Revolution was beginning and also went to visit a 
distant place called Jara. Jara had once been Asfaw’s hometown, and 
so he interpreted for Al as he showed a Christian �lm in the market 
place there. Many people responded by saying they were receiving 
Christ as their Savior, but no missionaries came again. Time passed, 
with little fruit seen in Jara. 

Fifteen years later an eleventh-grade student from Jara suddenly 
began displaying signs of insanity. He went to Asfaw, who prayed for 
him, and the symptoms went away. Later he met with Asfaw from 
time to time, and one day received Christ as his Savior. �e next day 
when the boy’s relatives arrived from Jara, his previous symptoms 
returned as soon as he saw them. �ey thought the boy should go 
to a mental hospital in Addis Ababa, and Asfaw agreed to go with 
them to the capital. �e hospital which treated mental illness re-
fused admittance, saying they could do nothing for him. �e Black 
Lion Hospital gave them the same response. It was getting late and 
so they crossed the street to SIM Headquarters and got permission 
to stretch out on the benches in the chapel. At 5:30 AM the boy 
awoke and said to his relatives, “I accepted Christ as my Savior; you 
have to do the same.” Within two hours, he died. Asfaw had hoped 
his concern for the lad would open the way for discussing new life 
with the relatives, but instead, death had won.

Burial at home is important to Ethiopians, and so mission and 
church people in Addis Ababa collected money and arranged a 
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vehicle to take the corpse and the relatives and Asfaw back to Bale. 
At the funeral, Asfaw testi�ed to the good news of new life o�ered 
by receiving the resurrected Christ, as he always did. Eighteen heads 
of houses trusted Christ as their savior! Some of the relatives who 
came from Jara came to Asfaw and said, “Fifteen years ago we saw 
a �lm about Jesus Christ which, as far as we can remember, told us 
the same things that you are teaching us. Is this so?” “Yes!” Asfaw an-
swered, overcome with joy. “Nobody visited us to tell us any more. 
Will you come to Jara and instruct us further?” 

A small fellowship was born in Jara, but there was no one to 
teach them regularly. So the believers in the larger town collected 
money among themselves and sent them a short-wave radio to hear 
Christian programs in the Oromo language aired by the Far East 
Broadcasting Association. Unfortunately, when a corporate witness 
became evident, the Oromo community’s Orthodox priests threat-
ened to excommunicate any who showed the believers the usual 

ASFAW DEMISSE (ADDIS ABABA, 1996)
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social courtesies, such as help in time of sickness or death. A home 
was burned, an ox was lost, and so forth. It was Asfaw’s communi-
ty of believers who manifested a loving spirit again and sent funds 
for replacement. 

Asfaw has a peace and joy about him which quietly radiates even 
in spite of repeated su�ering. �at glow was there when he brought 
his grown son to Charles for treatment. He’d been stabbed by an 
irate Muslim, almost severing his arm. “�e Lord chose the weak 
and the foolish to confound the wise,” he told me with humility, 
describing the unusual opportunities he’s been given to reach indi-
viduals among the rich and empowered as well as the poor and dis-
enfranchised. If evangelicals canonized “saints,” this man of prayer 
would seem to qualify. 

Outsiders are puzzled by the way these two groups who claim al-
legiance to the same Lord speak on wavelengths that barely receive 
one another. �ose listening in from the outside could contribute 
missiological insights which might clarify and encourage both arms 
of the Ethiopian Christian body. Both groups have wonderful gifts 
with which to bless each other, if only they could begin to do so.

Must denominational communities repeat the mistake which 
Christ prepared the early church to expect from established believ-
ers in Yahweh? “�ey will put you out of the synagogue; in fact, a 
time is coming when anyone who kills you will think he is o�ering a 
service to God” (John 16:2). �e Lord Jesus, Lord of the Orthodox 
as well as the Pentes, said, “As I have loved you, so you must love 
one another. By this will all men know that you are my disciples, if 
you love one another” (John 13:34–35). �is is our God-appointed 
task. If we identify who the Enemy really is, then understanding, 
healing, and love can come.

�erefore, remember that formerly you  
who are Gentiles by birth and called “uncircumcised” by those  
who call themselves “the circumcision”  
(that done in the body by the hands of men)— 
remember that at that time you were separate from Christ,  
excluded from citizenship in Israel and  
foreigners to the covenants of the promise,  
without hope and without God in the world.  
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But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away  
have been brought near through the blood of Christ.  
For he himself is our peace,  
who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier,  
the dividing wall of hostility,  
by abolishing in his �esh the law  
with its commandments and regulations.  
His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two,  
thus making peace,  
and in this one body to reconcile  
both of them to God through the cross,  
by which he put to death their hostility. 

(Ephesians 2:11–16)
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Chapter 26

GLIMPSING THE KINSHIP 
OF GRIEF AND GLORY

My heart raced as our Ethiopian Airlines jet began its descent to 
Addis Ababa. It was 1988, and I had last left that runway in 1977, 
weeping. We had gone on to Kenya and Sudan, from which our 
family had last left African soil in 1979. Charles had been back to 
Africa from the United States three times in the interim, without me. 
�is time, we’d found care for my mother, and I had come back too. 
What would we �nd, eleven years after the scattering of the major-
ity of missionaries out of Ethiopia? 

As we came down the ramp, blinking into the brilliant sunlight of 
Ethiopia, another plane had just landed, bringing passengers from 
Israel. In that line we spotted—could it be?—Pastor Kedamo. Like 
most Ethiopian Christians, the desire to go to Israel was a given, and 
we learned later that friends abroad had arranged this opportunity. 
How wonderful at that moment to meet this dear Kambaatan whose 
family we’d met in our early Leimo Hospital days and later in Addis 
Ababa as Kedamo became the beloved “country-to-city pastor” dur-
ing the Revolution! 

Headquarters looked so much like it had when we’d �rst arrived, 
the rains washing sheet-like across the asphalt drive as they always 
had, bougainvillea brightening the old gray shingled exterior, the 
dining room the same, except for a change of curtains. We set down 
our bags in the room we were assigned. It was among many rooms 
we’d occupied along with our three boys in past years as we’d come 
and gone. We stared at the walls and at each other, overwhelmed by 
a �ood of memories. We sorely missed our sons. 
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�ursday afternoon brought the same Inter-Mission prayer meet-
ing that had begun in the 1950s. Attending it helped to bring us to-
gether with a few of the faithful still left in the country, grayer and 
wiser. Like the nationals, expatriates of di�erent denomination-
al hues had drawn closer together as they’d shared the trials of the 
Revolution. �e sense of unity, of caring for one another, was deep. 

Although we used the SIM guesthouse when we were in the cap-
ital, that summer we were not serving under the sponsorship of the 
mission, but the national church. Having no hospitals left, SIM had 
no place to use us. Emmanuel International was sending no doc-
tors to Ethiopia that year, for the “emergency” element had waned. 
However, Dr. Mulatu Ba�a had told World Medical Missions in the 
United States that the church could use Charles to encourage the 
few struggling KHC clinics in the countryside. 

In the �rst interview with our “boss” at KHC Headquarters, we 
realized we were an anomaly. Dr. Mulatu had directed countless ex-
patriate volunteers by now, often �eld representatives from well-
established aid organizations like World Vision or Tearfund. �ey 
came with full funding, their own cars, and the like. We, on the other 
hand, had just barely scraped up enough money for our plane tickets, 
and had to look to the Kale Heywet Church even for transportation 
to wherever they sent us. Now the shoe was on the other foot—we 
were begging rides from nationals, rather than giving them. Some 
things had changed, and really, for the better!

Three things remain in my memory of our �rst trip down-coun-
try to Hossana: the pleasure of riding with our Ethiopian brothers, 
the beauty of the countryside in spite of its ominous cracked soil, 
and the surprise stop after dark just short of Hossana. (Whether it 
was a scheduled stop or a special gift to us, we never learned.) In a 
small town with no electricity, the Land Rover pulled up quietly to 
the gate of a compound. My back was so sore from hours of pound-
ing that I could hardly climb out of the vehicle. “Come,” they urged 
us, a certain light in their eyes. 

We were cautioned to make no noise as we were guided through a 
yard past the shape of a kiln, stacks of �rewood, the large-leafed out-
lines of banana-like ensete plants, through a back entrance of a simple 
home of mud and tin construction. Inside all seemed dark, until our 
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traveling companions drew us around a corner into a second room, 
where one single light shone. Above the candle a huge man stood, 
his face bent over the Scriptures in his hands. A cough awakened us 
to the presence of a couple dozen men and women around the cir-
cumference of the room, looking at us questioningly, for interrup-
tions of secret meetings were rare, and sometimes signaled danger. 
Our hosts drew us up to the towering shepherd and presented us to 
each other. I drew in my breath, exclaiming “Abba Gole!” With for-
mal warmth, the patriarch embraced us in Ethiopian fashion, kiss-
ing �rst one side and then the other of our faces. Such was our wel-
come to an underground fellowship, one of thousands of such groups 
among Christians in Ethiopia.

�e weeks in Hossana were graced with elements that never 
change—the winsomeness of the people and the beauty of the coun-
tryside. �e compound now belonged to the Church, not SIM, and 
we were the only foreigners there. We’d never seen beet wat before—
not meat but beet. With wonderful spicing it was good, but it was 
a sign of lean times.

We were warmed by a sense of spiritual reality in the fellowship 
we were privileged to share with the community while living on the 
church compound. �eir gatherings a couple nights a week awak-
ened us to one clear di�erence between American and Ethiopian 
Christians. Americans had more personal “power” (through money, 
cars, goods, freedoms) and less sense of need. �ese Ethiopian broth-
ers and sisters were powerless to make things happen, so literally de-
pended on God for everything. One result was deep and sustained 
prayerfulness, an orientation we independent Westerners often lack. 

Charles keenly remembers the e�ect upon him of a study one 
night on the “seventh trumpet” in Revelation. He kept thinking, 
“How di�erently one reads the passage when sitting with a su�ering 
community on wooden stools in a mud-walled home, rather than in 
a Western church with padded seats, air-conditioning, and a park-
ing lot �lled with cars.”

�e seventh angel sounded his trumpet, and there were loud voices in 
heaven, which said:
“�e kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and 
of his Christ, and he will reign for ever and ever.” 
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And the twenty-four elders, who were seated on their thrones before 
God, fell on their faces and worshipped God, saying:
“We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, the One who is and who 
was, because you have taken your great power and have begun to reign. 
�e nations were angry; and your wrath has come. �e time has come 
for judging the dead, and for rewarding your servants the prophets and 
your saints and those who reverence your name, both small and great—
and for destroying those who destroy the earth.” (Revelation 11:15–18)

�is is the dark side of the moon, Charles thought, the other side of 
the sun. God means business. For those who abuse others, their time 
is coming. What powerful people do to defenseless ones should make 
somebody angry... And who is better quali�ed than God? 

Charles worked with Ato Paulos, a dresser trained at Soddo 
Hospital years before, who supervised two clinics, one there on the 
KHC compound and another at a World Vision-funded center in 
a area hit hard by drought. �e Kambaatan and Hadiyyan church-
es’ emphasis on Community Development was contributing or-
phan care, grain supplements, reforestation and the like to the soci-
ety. Churches were still allowed open outside Hossana town proper, 
so we enjoyed well-attended services in the building shared by the 
Bible School which was still operating. Ato Girma Hanano was the 
director. He’d been through rough waters in Jimma, but remained a 
man of joy with a family who loved to sing. 

But there were puzzling aspects, the clearest of which involved the 
chasm between funding of “development” and “spiritual” arms of 
the local ministry, and the resultant threat to relationships between 
those who worked in those two areas. �e Bible School was in short 
supply of everything. Students slept on rough bunks in the school 
attic and cooked their own meager food over stick �res. On the same 
compound, Community Development (CD) workers got the best 
housing and roared in and out of the compound in aid-contributed 
Land Rovers. One day the head of the CD ministries gave us a ride 
to town and stopped at the local bank to get some aid money. Out 
of the bank he came with his arms brim full of packets of green bills, 
which he threw nonchalantly into the front seat. We’d never seen 
so much Ethiopian money. Ato Girma, heading up spiritual min-
istries, probably hadn’t either. �ose in his branch wondered why 
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Christians abroad were seemingly so much more devoted to physi-
cal than spiritual aid. 

While passing through Headquarters in Addis Ababa that sum-
mer, who should we meet but Malcolm Hunter, back brie�y after 
years of absence from Ethiopia. Having done graduate studies in 
Community Development, Malcolm had clear ideas of the direc-
tion he thought Christian development should take. Although hap-
py to be back with the people he loved, he was not pleased with the 
CD trend which he observed to be unfolding, nor were some others 
of the mission sta�. His �rst love was the national church, and he 
did not think the trend bode well for the church. �e trend might 
be called “Project Missions.” In earlier days when missionaries were 
scattered over the country, CD was done with modest appropriate 
technology and administered on a local level. Now money was pour-
ing in from huge aid organizations with little sta� on the �eld to ad-
minister the actual services. Malcolm observed factors which pro-
moted a trend which posed new problems: “the inevitable pressure 
to undertake projects which meet the requirements of large funding 
agencies as well as the expectations of the Ethiopian government.” 
Technologically sophisticated programs were thrown into operation, 
large amounts pumped in, and then suddenly removed on the do-
nor’s timetable. One of Ethiopia’s sayings, “once a friend, always a 
friend,” was not a presupposition of the aid industry. 

We headed down the Sidamo road next. While visiting a clinic 
at Dilla—hardly functioning for lack of medicines—we happened 
in on a striking example of relationships which had grown over de-
cades between Ethiopians and expatriate Christians. �at particu-
lar day of our visit, literally hundreds of Gedeo choir members were 
gathering outside the huge church which Ato Werku Gole had come 
back from Texas to build, giving up his studies abroad. �e varied 
colors of their robes distinguished them as being from many dif-
ferent congregations. Ato Werku towered above the crowd, using 
a cam-recorder. Word had reached Gedeo that Al Brant, who had 
brought the message of Christ to them in the 1950s, was dying at 
home in Canada. His spiritual children and grandchildren had de-
cided to send Ato Werku to his side, with tokens of their love and 
esteem. Imagine the joy of the old warrior on his deathbed seeing a 
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video of representatives of the multitude who had come out of their 
darkness to the Lord, and hearing hymns of praise to their God from 
their lips. While in Canada, Werku would arrange for a number of 
young Gedeo church leaders to go there for study. Let them study; 
his gift was promotion. 

Charles made the rounds of a few other KHC-related clinics. 
At Durame, the foreigner’s presence was met with strong antago-
nism from local communist o�cials and put the clinic dresser in 
an awkward position. �is gave Charles a taste of the vulnerability 
Ethiopian Christians regularly risked. 

Meanwhile, i had stayed at Lake Bishoftu. �e ancient crater lake 
was as beautiful as ever, unchanged by much except for deforesta-
tion and now reforestation—a project Bruce Bond had come back 
from New Zealand to initiate on the east side of the lake. �is was a 
“food for work” project meant to employ people and raise their stan-
dard of living, while building up self-sustainability. �e Debre Zeit 
church which had been born in the little thatched Sharon Cottage 
down by the lake had grown from those nine people to hundreds 
of members. Now it operated an underground night Bible school 
housed inconspicuously in the homes of the three Air Force o�cers, 
Girma, Solomon, and Teshome. 

What had radically changed at Bishoftu was the clientele. While 
the buildings were much the same, the menu was more Ethiopian. 
No longer thronged as a vacation and “relief and rehabilitation” place 
for hundreds of missionaries of various denominations—since most 
were gone—Bishoftu had thrown open its arms to nationals. It pro-
vided a rare place of rest from the constant surveillance Christians 
were subjected to in the outside world. A dozen or more national 
church groups scheduled meeting after meeting at this oasis: elders’ 
conferences, student conferences, women’s conferences, interde-
nominational conferences, leadership conferences, spiritual life con-
ferences, Community Development conferences, and so on. �ese 
drew nationals into opportunities for growth and training, especial-
ly the students of the Evangelical Student Union.127 Years later an 
Ethiopian leader told me, “SIM’s greatest contribution during the 

127. EVASU is related to the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students.
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Revolution was Bishoftu, a God-send to the national church—all 
the churches—the one protected place we found to gather, grow, 
and become one.” 

One weekday afternoon after a conference had closed, I asked a 
student who had stayed over for a day to rest, to meet with me. By 
talking with the conference center’s guests, I was trying to get a sense 
of what God was doing. We took two chairs out into the sunshine 
on the porch of my one-room cabin. For the next two hours, the 
older expatriate learned from the national who was probably about 
twenty in age but much older in experience. With few pastors and 
only an occasional church allowed open, the laity of Ethiopia had 
become an active “priesthood of all believers.” Students often took 
heavy leadership. 

�is poised but very tired young woman talked matter-of-factly 
about pressures on students known as Christians, which often in-
cluded relegation to second-class status at the university, displace-
ment to remote zemecha assignments, and prison terms. With so 
many seeking entrance, and so few places in Addis Ababa’s one 
university, only the top students got in. I asked how beleaguered 
Christian students “kept alive spiritually” in the atheist ethos of a 
communist-dominated faculty. I was amazed as she listed an array of 
responsibilities the believers embraced as they very purposely orga-
nized networks complicated by necessary concealment underground. 
�ey maintained (at carefully worked out “coded” times and plac-
es) regular study, discipleship, worship, and training opportunities 
which demanded a commitment and developed a depth beyond any 
I’d seen in America. I could sense in this young woman that in the 
process, the high cost of discipleship was reaping dividends—seri-
ous biblical growth, intimate fellowship, and mature leadership train-
ing. I realized that this little time apart at Bishoftu had been a key 
link in her group’s “body life”—not just a vacation. And her extra 
day of rest without tension was badly needed. Christian students in 
Ethiopia carried a very adult load of leadership at a very young age. 
Ethiopian children had long taken adult roles as tenders of children 
and the family animals, but harder tasks had been forced upon them 
by the role young people were forced to play in “the vanguard of the 
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Revolution,” sent out on zemecha, assigned as Marxist-Leninist cad-
res, or sent o� to a war front. �ey needed all the spiritual reserves 
they could build. 

We learned that Sahle Tilahun’s family no longer lived in the 
Debre Zeit area, where they’d su�ered di�culties with his princi-
palship for years. He’d worked with World Vision for awhile. After 
Sahle and Negussie’s assignment with World Vision at Sokota was 
cut short by the TPLF rebels, Sahle had begun working with a pub-
lishing house. He had also seen a dream come true—getting a home 
of their own. With deep joy they invited us to visit it, still in con-
struction, out on Addis Ababa’s fringe. 

Turning o� the tarmac onto a rough cobblestone road, we ar-
rived at their hilltop compound. �eir tin roof shone in the sun-
light, and spanned a much wider dwelling than the tiny quarters in 
which they’d managed for so many years near Debre Zeit. �e brown 
mud-and-wattle walls still smelled new. Passion fruit vines hung over 
the entrance and pungent aroma of eucalyptus trees wafted on a re-
freshing breeze. �ey were overjoyed that the Lord had given them 
such a palace, and we rejoiced with them. 

Inside, peace reigned. Wedding pictures and embroidered Bible 
verses hung on the walls. Ethiopian children customarily do not eat 
with company. However, their shy and respectful children came out 
and sang to us—more exposure than children usually get. Sahle and 
Aberash rehearsed God’s goodness to them over the years. By now, 
Sahle was in publishing Christian materials, a restricted but much-
needed ministry in Ethiopia. Aberash continued teaching math in 
Addis Ababa. Both took leadership in their church fellowship. At the 
close of a wonderful injera and wat feast, as we talked Aberash per-
formed the traditional hour-long co�ee ceremony, which includes 
grinding, roasting, boiling, and serving Ethiopia’s famous special-
ty. Such times with Ethiopian friends were priceless. We knew we’d 
continue to long for this quality of fellowship when we got back to 
production-centered America.

In addis ababa we experienced another night to remember in the 
home of a modern Abraham and Sara. Abraham Yosef, we learned, 
was the leader of the Great Commission work in Addis Ababa, 
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initiated by Campus Crusade’s overseas ministries. Seeing this beau-
tiful family (this modern Abraham had eleven children!) and hear-
ing about what God was doing throughout the city was moving. 
�e capital had the advantage of trained or trainable leadership. In 
the countryside, that lack posed deep problems in this time when 
in spite of persecution, thousands were believing, but there were not 
enough shepherds of the �ocks. As our new friend Abraham drove 
us back to the SIM compound through the dark empty streets of 
Addis Ababa, our questions drew him out further. 

“How many small groups meet in Addis underground?,” we asked. 
“Within the Great Commission network, about a thousand groups.” 

“Amazing! And where did you come from, Abraham?” “Eritrea,” 
he answered. 

“Did we hear you right?” “Yes, Eritrea.” 
God works in amazing ways, his wonders to perform. 

While we were staying at Headquarters, one day two guests ar-
rived (each with one small suitcase) after attending a pastors’ con-
ference in Kenya. �ey were Sudanese, and we’d known the one 
named Timothy Niwar in Sudan years before. Christians have a 
hard time getting exit permits in Muslim Sudan. �e conference 

ABERASH TAKELE AND SAHLE TILAHUN (ADDIS ABABA, 1994)
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had become their “cover” for quickly detouring over to Ethiopia to 
look for their lost people—their wives and children who had disap-
peared from their homes two years before during an ambush while 
the fathers were away in Khartoum. Sudanese government soldiers 
had come to their Uduk settlement shooting and burning and cap-
turing. �ose who could �ee ran for their lives, ran eastward, ran un-
til they dropped, and then struggled on. Timothy had come to �nd 
out whether their missing people might be in Ethiopia. �ey’d been 
lost for two years. Would the Ethiopian government allow the men 
to search to �nd them—or what was left of them—and to help them? 

We drove the two Sudanese to the church Kedamo Mechato pas-
tored that Sunday. In the packed service inside, I was deeply moved 
as hundreds of worshippers began to sing in spite of their su�ering, 
and to pray corporately but also individually to the Lord, in a soft 
hum all over the room. Few white faces were visible and we felt deep-
ly privileged to be there. In fact, we wept, identifying with their sor-
rows, but also with their joy.

Between services, we were allowed to join a meeting where the 
elders gathered together to welcome the men from Sudan. �e 
Ethiopians knew little about what was happening to Christians in 
the vast, landlocked nation next door. Why? Because since African 
media networks are limited and censored, Ethiopians could learn 
more about Sudan from BBC than from their own media. However, 
BBC didn’t major on the su�ering of remote Christians. We hap-
pened to know these men’s story, because missionaries had been shar-
ing prayer information between the countries to try to uphold the 
beleaguered Uduks. 

�is interlacing takes some explanation: Missions in East Africa 
have had a history of going in and out of “revolving doors.” When 
the Italian war pushed missionaries out of Ethiopia in 1936, some 
went to Sudan. When Sudan’s civil war pushed missions out in 1961, 
many went back to Ethiopia. When Ethiopia’s Revolution pushed 
expatriates out in 1977, a block of missionaries switched to Sudan. 
Don Stilwell of SIM became an advocate for the Sudanese Uduks 
and kept in touch with others who had worked among them over 
the last �fty years. Uduks had the misfortune of being located on the 
border between northern and southern Sudan, both sides of which 
either commandeered their allegiance, or distrusted their loyalties. 
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Being Christianized, they were automatically considered suspect by 
their Islamic government and were brutally attacked. �ey had �ed 
eastward into Ethiopia. �eirs was a no-win situation, and resulted 
in tragic human loss. 

Timothy Niwar rose to speak. He was a small man and very dark 
skinned, similar to the looked-down upon ethnic groups way out on 
Ethiopia’s western border. He chose a scripture close to the hearts of 
Ethiopian Christians as they’d faced their ordeal, but his listeners did 
not know much about the Sudanese ordeal. Before sharing that story 
with them, Timothy set the tone with a passage which opens 1 Peter 
(chapter 1:3–9). He read without ceremony, but I read between the 
lines. My heart was stabbed as I applied each phrase to the Uduks:

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great 
mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resur-
rection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can 
never perish, spoil or fade. �is inheritance is kept in heaven for you, 
who through faith are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the 
salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time. 

TIMOTHY NIWAR (ADDIS ABABA, 1988)



326  Overcomers

In all this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have 
had to su�er grief in all kinds of trials. �ese have come so that the prov-
en genuineness of your faith—of greater worth than gold, which per-
ishes even though re�ned by �re—may result in praise, glory and hon-
or when Jesus Christ is revealed. �ough you have not seen him, you 
love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him 
and are �lled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiv-
ing the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls. 

Timothy smiled kindly at his listening brothers, and then quietly 
sympathized with what they had been su�ering in Ethiopia. �en 
he shared what the Sudanese Christians had been su�ering. Perhaps 
no Christians in our world today have su�ered as severely as the 
Sudanese. Timothy spoke simply, but their own experiences of hun-
ger and war and separation and death caused the elders to read be-
tween the lines of his story and identify deeply. �e racial barrier 
evaporated into fervent prayer. In the days ahead, those prayers for 
locating the Uduk remnant were answered.

�ey found their missing community out in western Ethiopia. 
However, return home still was not safe. �e Sudanese Christian sto-
ry is a tragic one. �ose of the body of Christ who are alert to their 
plight continue to pray for their fortitude, and that their ongoing 
agony and displacement may be used in God’s mysterious purposes. 

When our three-month visa ran out, we did not want to leave. 
But we had promised our son, Johnathan, and his wife, Betsy, to 
meet them in Israel as we returned from Ethiopia, and they from 
John’s research on refugees in Sudan. We found them to be wan and 
twenty pounds lighter, but eager to see the land of our Lord’s incar-
nation together. 

Each morning with a lunch Betsy packed, we headed out for some 
area of Jerusalem or beyond. I kept praying we could make contact 
with some Falasha Jews. We found one Ethiopian Orthodox family 
running an art shop in the town of Safed. �e father showed us a big 
poster of Amharic’s 250-character alphabet, which he was teaching 
his children. “How can they hold on to their native language when 
they must learn in Hebrew?” he lamented. In Jerusalem, we met a 
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few Ethiopians in their two Orthodox churches, one in the Old City, 
and one outside. But no Falashas. 

�en came our day to go to the Wailing Wall. We descended the 
steps and stood at a distance watching black-coated Jews bobbing 
their heads toward the wall as they prayed below the Temple Mount. 

ETHIOPIAN JEWISH REGIMENT (JERUSALEM, 1988)
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�is usual order of the day was suddenly interrupted by the arrival 
of what looked like an Israeli army event. Brilliant sunlight poured 
down on detachment after detachment of Israeli youth who marched 
down into the courtyard to come to attention before the most sa-
cred stones left to Israel, the Wailing Wall. High above the lip of 
this wall where the Hebrews could only weep, gleamed the Dome 
of the Rock, Islam’s triumphant shrine, dominating the great enclo-
sure where once stood Solomon’s Temple. From the Chapel of Tears 
across the Kidron Valley we had seen the golden Dome framed by 
the chapel’s focal window a few days before. �e window looks out 
on Jerusalem from just about the location where on the day of the 
Triumphal Entry, Jesus would have stopped and wept. His words 
constitute the chapel’s inscription: “Oh Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you 
who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have 
longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks 
under her wings, but you were not willing” (Matthew 23:37). Two 
centuries later, the Messiah’s people still weep. 

As tourists who just happened to be at the Wall at that historic 
moment of vow-taking, we stood trans�xed. Masada had become a 
new reality to us now that we had that week visited that impregnable 
butte where the last bastion of Jews had stood against the Romans in 
73 AD, and had chosen mass suicide to captivity. Now these khaki-
uniformed trainees were ready to vow “Masada, never again!” Some 
were Sabres, native-born Israelis, we learned, and others were immi-
grants from far-�ung nations from China to Australia. We gasped as 
our eyes were riveted on a detachment standing on the steps in the 
southwest most corner of the whole expanse... a regiment of hand-
some recruits with high cheekbones and narrow noses, men and 
women, and not white. 

All week I had prayed to come into contact with Falasha Jews in 
Israel. Suddenly 250 Ethiopian troops stood before us. When the 
ceremony was completed, and they relaxed at ease, we drew near 
and searched their faces. Pride, yes, but Ethiopians are always proud. 
Dignity, yes, but Ethiopians are always digni�ed. What was new? 
�eir military tams at cocky tilts, their lighted cigarettes, their quiet 
isolation, their long looks into the past or perhaps the future, play-
ing over faces at repose. 
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We had heard that the Falashas were not entirely happy in Israel. 
�eir absorption and integration into society had not been easy for 
them or for their new nation. Both were paying a high price. To be 
stripped of all that was familiar, including one’s native language, was 
frightening and disorienting. Living in hotels and city �ats and rural 
kibbutz and military barracks was all new to a people accustomed to 
family solidarity in a one-room mud hut without electricity or run-
ning water. So this was Israel, 20th century. 

�ey had come heralded as the last of the lost tribes and had been 
redeemed at high cost. Many were the surprises, but none so disturb-
ing as a process to which they were asked to submit, ritual circum-
cision (just one drop of blood). Were they not already circumcised? 
Had they not guarded their community from adulteration all these 
centuries? Had they not kept alive perhaps the oldest of Jewish ex-
pressions left in the world, originating before the Babylonian exile? 
What was the nature of this Judaism being practiced 2400 years later?

�e Ethiopian resistance over this circumcision matter was not 
making the Falashas popular in Israel. Furthermore, they were un-
usual beyond their color, for they had come out of a situation which 
had sent an unbalanced community to Israel, an unusually young 
group, for the old had not been strong enough to come. Sixty-�ve 
percent were under 25 years.128 �e Amharic-speaking elders who did 
make it were being rendered powerless, for they had been stripped 
of their authority to guide the young, replaced by absorption lead-
ers and teachers of Hebrew and company commanders. Most for-
midable of all, their priests had been de-legitimized by the power 
of the rabbinate. 

Angry young men who were almost the �rst of their people to 
have the tools to communicate with the outside world put up a 
�ght. In Israel they were introduced to public dispute, to strikes. 
After all, they were the marrying age, and the rabbinate was with-
holding marriage certi�cates from them if they did not submit to 
the ritual circumcision. 

128. Shelemay and Berger (1986), Jews, 82.
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Shmuel Avraham was a respected educator and political leader in 
Ethiopia, a Falasha who survived the anti-intellectual campaign of 
the Derg and had made the treacherous journey to Israel in 1981. In 
1986 he published a book about his community, as an active partici-
pant in the Falasha cause. “What was required of me and the others 
was a tipat dam—the ritual drawing of a drop of blood—and im-
mersion in mikvah—t’villah,” he explained. “�is had been the rule 
since Ethiopian Jews were �rst included under the Law of Return. 
�e process was called hidush (’renewal’).” 

By 1985, undergoing tipat dam in order to be considered Jewish 
had been waived, but the question was pushed to another level, the 
time of marriage. Women had always been required to immerse in 
the Mikvah before marriage, but not men. “If an Ethiopian cou-
ple is told that the man must also immerse in order to con�rm his 
Jewishness, there is a de�nite implication of conversion that is of-
fensive to us.” Avraham goes on to express the frustration and disap-
pointment that was actually leading some to suicide: 

�e absorption workers who brought us the news about our question-
able status as Jews were themselves not truly observant Jews; for us this 
was incredibly ironic. In Ethiopia, we didn’t have secular Jews, religious 
Jews, or orthodox, conservative, and reform Jews. Everyone was simply 
Jewish. In the villages this meant that everyone went to synagogue, ob-
served Shabbat, read the Torah, and prayed—all were Jews.
When we arrived in Israel, we found that some people smoke and ride 
cars in Jerusalem on Shabbat. Our elders were greatly angered. Our peo-
ple are forbidden even to walk long distances on Shabbat. “Where are 
we now” our elders asked. “It can’t be Jerusalem.” 
�e Ethiopians came wanting to live Jewish lives, and ready to learn 
whatever is taught in Jerusalem. If there was a gap between what they 
knew and rabbinic Judaism, that was something beyond their control, 
which they were willing to correct. Treated with respect, they would have 
accepted all of rabbinic halakha. But being told that we weren’t really 
Jewish destroyed our positive, eager attitude.129 

129. Sh. Avraham and A. Kushner, Treacherous Journey (Shapolsky Publ., 1986), 
167f.
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When we left Tel Aviv for America, we were heavy hearted for Beta 
Israel. It is not that Israeli o�cials haven’t struggled mightily with 
this community’s integration. Israel is what Israel is, and that is also 
a problem. One of their interpreters put the Falasha situation this 
way as of 1986:

At this point in their absorption process, tension continues to prevail be-
tween their primordial sentiments—those feelings that still tie them to 
their former ways of life in Ethiopia—and their stated desire to be like 
other Israelis. �is tension is bounded on the one hand by the specter of 
their becoming a totally separate group, and on the other hand by the vi-
sion that the Ethiopians will renounce all their traditions and, apart from 
color, become indistinguishable from the majority of other Israelis.130 

Perhaps there is a third possibility down the path of their pilgrimage.

On we flew to poor rich America. �ere we struggled to debrief 
personally and tried to answer questions about what we’d found. 
“Egypt is ruined,” we’d heard Ato Seyoum summarize in words echo-
ing Pharaoh’s counselors during Moses’ Ten Plagues. (Ato Seyoum 
was a professor who had returned to Ethiopia after years away.) So 
much that had built up over centuries, and particularly the 20th cen-
tury, had been smashed. On many levels, Ethiopia, like Egypt long 
ago, seemed ruined—on physical, economic, social, political, and 
cultural levels. Even the ground had seemed cursed. 

Was there nothing hopeful to report? Nothing good to say? Well, 
for those with eyes to see, there was another level, one which Ato 
Seyoum, and we, and many were driven to explore. What had hap-
pened to the remnant community who had held tightly to God in 
Jesus the Christ? 

�ey had been mercilessly pursued by the Enemy of God, who is 
always devising new ways to destroy. He’d tried famine and war. Now 
he would push bitterness, greed, and jealousy. He would use cults to 
confuse the untaught thousands who had come to faith. �e Enemy 
would keep putting the pressure on, but during this Derg-time lap 
of their race, the believers had proven Jesus’ promise that “the gates 
of Hell shall not prevail against the church” (Matthew 16:18, KJV). 

130. Shelemay and Berger (1986), Jews, 84.
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How greatly they had su�ered; yet their Lord had told them to ex-
pect to su�er. And to expect glory along with the grief. Glory was 
peeking out from the dark clouds over Ethiopia. �e church was 
coming forth in strength. She had been indigenized, sifted, puri�ed, 
humbled, uni�ed, exercised, charismatized, multiplied, and glori-
�ed. A remnant of this generation had been faithful, to the praise of 
God’s glory. �ose who could see, could see the ongoing triumph 
of a higher Sovereign. 

Dear friends, do not be surprised at the �ery ordeal  
that has come on you to test you,  
as though something strange were happening to you.  
But rejoice inasmuch as you participate in the su�erings of Christ,  
so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed.  
If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed,  
for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you. [...]

And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ,  
after you have su�ered a little while,  
will himself restore you and make you strong, �rm and steadfast.  
To him be the power for ever and ever. Amen. 

(1 Peter 4:12–14; 5:10–11)



Part VII

TROPHIES OF VICTORY 

(During 1989–94)

For those who sow in tears will reap with songs of joy. 
He who goes out weeping, carrying seed to sow, 
will return with songs of joy, carrying sheaves with him.

(Psalm 126:5–6)
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Chapter 27

SURROUNDED

Over the communist world in the late eighties, con�dence in their 
ideology was waning, but fear was used to hold people in check. �e 
deep longing for freedom sent more and more shoots of green up 
through the concrete grayness. �e monolith began to crack. First 
came Poland’s Solidarity movement, fueled by a strong Catholic 
base. After Brezhnev’s death, Gorbachev’s glasnost opened the way 
for long suppressed nationalism to spring into expression in coun-
try after country. �e year 1989 was pivotal. Symbol of the sys-
tem, the Berlin Wall between East and West Germany went down. 
Czechoslovakia’s “velvet revolution” freed another people. While 
Chinese students demonstrated in Tiananmen Square, a coup almost 
succeeded in Ethiopia. In Romania, a revolution of prayer brought 
down Ceauşescu during Christmas week. By 1991, even Russia 
would tear down the symbols of a failed ideology. All over the world, 
people watched their televisions in amazement as Lenin’s mute and 
prone statue was lifted by helicopter, and dumped. It seemed the un-
believable had occurred. 

In the light of what was happening in the communist bloc, mili-
tary funding was drying up for Ethiopia. As early as 1988, Gorbachev 
began to pull back military assistance to Ethiopia, asking for a “just 
solution” to the disputes in the north.131 He told Mengistu that the 
Kremlin, which from 1977 to 1989 had poured a total of eleven bil-
lion dollars into his war economy, would not renew its military trea-
ty with Addis Ababa was to expire in 1991.132 Meanwhile Cuba had 
reduced its troops after the Ogaden War, and in 1989 terminated 

131. Ofcansky and Berry (1993), Ethiopia, 296.
132. Insight, June 12, 1989, 38.
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twelve years of military cooperation. Even after their break in diplo-
matic relations in 1973, Israel had quietly continued to supply var-
ious sorts of military aid, spurred on by their stake in the strategic 
Red Sea region, as well as by Zionist hopes for rescuing Beta Israel. 

In Ethiopia as the 1980s closed, a light at the end of the 
Revolution’s tunnel was beginning to gleam in the distance. 
Opposition to Mengistu’s government began to unite. �e estrange-
ment between the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front and the Tigray 
People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) began to dissipate. �e TPLF de-
stroyed a 20,000 Ethiopian army force in Tigray in 1989.133 An al-
liance was formed when the TPLF held its third congress, which 
subsequently united a number of fronts (including Amhara and 
Oromo factions) which became known as the Ethiopian People’s 
Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF). Working under the 
framework of the EPRDF, the Tigray People’s Liberation Front 
in 1989 moved south into Wollo, winning victories in Dessie and 
Debre Tabor, which cut the road between the cities of Gondar and 
Bahir Dar, allowing the insurgents to get into northern Shewa, less 
than 160 kilometers from Addis Ababa. Mengistu stepped up mobili-
zation and resistance. In 1990, the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary 
Democratic Front controlled most of Tigray, and in 1991, launched 
three o�ensives that destroyed the Ethiopian army. 

In February of 1991, Operation Tewodros drove the government 
out of Gondar and Gojjam in two weeks. In March, other opera-
tions resulted in the capture of military headquarters at Nekemte in 
Wollega, and overran Dessie and Kombolcha in Wollo. By May 20th, 
the EPRDF had captured all the government positions in northern 
Shewa, had taken Ambo, and were advancing on the capital from 
the west. Little but demoralized and �eeing troops lay between the 
EPRDF forces and the capital. 

During this buildup, British, Canadian, and US Embassies urged 
nonessential government personnel and dependents to leave.134 
Evacuations began. Missions took necessary steps, like backing up 

133. A fuller account of the end of this struggle can be found in the �nal chap-
ters of Ofcansky and Berry (1993), Ethiopia.

134. Many of these details about the last few weeks before Addis Ababa fell 
came from a report by Jean Sokvitne and from interviews with others on the scene.
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computer systems, sending out copies of important documents with 
travelers, and having wages for employees prepared and on hand. 
Ethiopian Airlines planes were being �own out of the country to 
avoid capture, while Lufthansa and the United Nations were send-
ing in emergency �ights. 

Reportedly, the EPRDF was asking the government to form a 
coalition which could comprise transitional rule until a more per-
manent government could be established. On April 19th, President 
Mengistu’s speech had sounded more ready to talk. His exit was re-
garded as essential for the upcoming negotiations to succeed. In May, 
the US Assistant Secretary of State was able to persuade Mengistu 
to resign the presidency and accept exile in Zimbabwe. He �ed the 
country by small plane on the 21st. On the 23rd, Lenin’s statue was 
removed from its imposing place, the red �ag with its hammer and 
sickle was removed from Revolution Square, and Mengistu’s picture 
disappeared from government o�ces. In the midst of this vast turn-
around, the Ethiopian armed forces disintegrated and began sell-
ing their weapons and robbing civilians. Some soldiers went home. 
Many o�cers �ed to Sudan, Djibouti, or Kenya. Naval units dis-
persed across the Red Sea.

�at last week, the EPRDF dealt strategically with the seat of gov-
ernment, capturing the air force base at Debre Zeit �rst. For three 
days, Addis Ababa was left untouched. In their houses, people wait-
ed in fear of what was coming, many fervent in prayer. Overhead, 
hour after hour the scream of jet after jet split the sky. Why? In that 
strange pause between Friday May 24 and Sunday the 26th, an op-
eration code-named “Solomon” was taking place. To the Falasha sa-
ga was being added another astounding chapter. Israel had been fur-
nishing an array of military assistance to Ethiopia in exchange for 
permitting the emigration of the Beta Israel. �at month of May, 
Israel had paid Mengistu US $35 million in cash for his clearance 
to �y the gathered Falashas from Addis Ababa to Israel. Only an es-
timated 5,000 were left behind, mostly near Gondar. When the last 
of forty plane sorties had landed, the lid came o� in Israel:
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�e Jerusalem Post (Sunday, May 26, 1991)

Ethiopian Jewry Rescued—14,400 are �own here in a 24-hour lift
Israel made history yesterday completing a massive lightning airlift that 
carried some 14,400 beleaguered Ethiopian Jews from Addis Ababa 
to their ancestral homeland in a breathtaking 24 hours. “Operation 
Solomon,” conducted by the Israel Defense Forces in coordination 
with the Jewish Agency, [...] as well as the Ethiopian government [...] 
brought tears to the eyes of many of the thousands of Israelis who took 
part in the reuni�cation of Jews with 20,000 of their family members 
already in Israel. [...] “�is is the reason why Israel exists!” said one El 
Al ground crew member.

Such was the announcement of a most unusually engineered �ight 
of that ancient Jewish community over the Red Sea—at the breath-
taking moment of Addis Ababa’s capture. Yet the operation was ac-
complished without panic. While government troops guarded the 
perimeter of Addis Ababa’s international airport, rebel forces had 
halted in a circle eighteen kilometers outside the capital. As if guid-
ed by a master plan, the TPLF paused outside its target for three dis-
ciplined days, long enough for this historic event to be completed. 
What a strange day in Ethiopian history.

And what a triumphant day in Israeli history. �e rescue plane 
loads included a reported world record of 1,000 passengers on one 
Jumbo jet, a cargo �ight with no seats. “You could never do it with 
pudgy Russians and Israelis with �ve suitcases in each hand,” a bus 
driver told the Post. “�ey are thin, these Ethiopians.” 

�e new arrivees were met by family members who had long 
awaited their arrival, but were stunned at its sudden accomplish-
ment. Six years before, Operation Moses had airlifted some 8,500 
from the Sudanese refugee camps. It was the strong who had lived 
through the 170 mile trek out of Ethiopia through mountains and 
deserts and survived death-trap internment camps in Sudan, �nally 
to be rescued in the unbelievable operation. Now those 8,500 were 
being joined by 14,400 who had been waiting in Ethiopia. �ey’d 
long been dreaming of Jerusalem. Said their proverb: “�e hungry 
go to food, the thirsty go to water, but I go to Jerusalem.” �is last 
Operation included may of the old who had remained behind, and 
the young—some so young that seven were born during the �ight! 
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Wrapped in their shammas, the travelers hobbled down the ramp 
with stunned faces. In the next few days, families members hunted 
through their forty absorption centers for loved ones. Most were re-
warded with the poignant joy of reunion.

What a day was May 26, 1991, in world history, too, for those 
who thought globally—in World Jewry, in the Arab world, and the 
Christian world, as well. Symbolically, the Queen of Sheba’s descen-
dants had been captured. What might the next moves on the chess-
board be? Challenging new options emerged for every group. �ose 
unique Jewish clusters left behind in Ethiopia faced unusual new 
problems as well. 

Some fumed over the whole sticky issue. Was this a matter of buy-
ing and selling a community? Was this really “redemption of the lost 
tribe of Dan”? Was this �ood of foreigners coming into Israel un-
der the Law of Return simply the result of political Zionism? Time 
may tell. 

On monday the 27th, while peace talks were being held in London, 
law and order was breaking down in the capital. Armed government 
soldiers roamed the city. Prison doors were opened, releasing 2,000 
incarcerated political detainees, thieves, and murderers. A thorough 
EPRDF takeover begged for doing, if only to maintain law and or-
der. At SIM Headquarters, the sta� hunkered down in the lower sto-
rey, and nurse Jean Sokvitne prepared emergency medical supplies 
in case they came under siege.

Preliminary to surrounding Addis Ababa, the TPLF swung east 
around Bishoftu Mountain to come up behind the Ethiopian Air 
Base at Debre Zeit. John Dakins, who was running Bishoftu then, 
quite innocently drove right into the forces moving straight along 
the Bishoftu road. John was ordered to drive back down the road 
they’d taken and to spend the night in a little village, until Debre 
Zeit was secured. �e cheerful New Zealander was not mistreated. 
Most of the “conquerors” were well-disciplined teenage troops, he 
said, some of the toughest of whom were women.135 

135. In Eritrea’s long guerrilla war, women played signi�cant roles, as women 
did in the Tigrayan liberation e�ort, also. A. Wilson, �e Challenge Road (Red Sea 
Press, 1991), provides pro�les of the roles played and conditions experienced by 
women �ghters.
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When the TPLF swept on through and surrounded the base, 
Ethiopian airmen feared for their lives. Sixty o�cers were rounded 
up in the middle of Debre Zeit town, awaiting their fate. Believers 
took pity on them and began supplying the prisoners with food. 
Many expected to be killed and were uniquely open to hearing the 
risen Lord’s invitation to believe in him. “Because I live, you shall 
live” (John 14:19). Among those being held were the three Air 
Force o�cers, Girma Abebe, Solomon Beyene, and Teshome Haile. 
After a few days, junior o�cers were sorted out and given permis-
sion to go. �e fate of senior o�cers remained unknown. So many 
had been converted in those short days, that by their own choice 
Girma, Solomon, and Teshome took the risk of remaining among 
the waiting prisoners, in order to strengthen and tend to their new 
brothers’ needs. 

Around Addis Ababa, the noose tightened. �ose two days are in-
delible in the minds of those on the scene. Out on the west edge of 
town, Sahle Tilahun and Aberash Takele were surprised to sight tanks 
in their area. �ey feared their home would be demolished. �ey 
watched and prayed as the tense hours ticked past. At dawn of the 
28th, Sahle noticed the Ethiopian troops moving about their near-
by encampment peacefully, impotently shaving and combing their 
hair as smoke arose in the distance from the palace. Later in the day, 
they’d �re straight up in the air to get the attention of those passing 
by. “You want to buy something? A door? A fridge for 400 Birr? An 
AK–47 automatic ri�e or a hand grenade for a bargain price? Come 
and buy!” As the battle-weary TPLF swept in, Sahle noticed long, 
uncombed hair framing determined faces. 

When the �reworks really let loose, Sahle and Aberash gathered 
their children under the bed. �e whole world seemed to be collaps-
ing, with Derg tanks shooting in every direction and ri�e �re ripping 
the air. �eirs had consistently been a praying and singing family. 
�ey’d not prayed and sung in this context before! Singing stead-
ied their hearts and helped to drown out the three or four hour din. 
“�e Lord is my shepherd...” they read from Psalm 23, words they 
had never experienced in such a setting. 

Bruce Adams by then had taken over the reins of the mission from 
Alex Fellows. He remembers it all happening so much more quick-
ly and neatly than could have been anticipated. �e battle for the 
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city that morning of May 28th, was accomplished with little resis-
tance. At 5 AM, the TPLF’s tanks with big guns started moving up 
Churchill Boulevard toward the Old Palace grounds, where the Derg 
people took their last stand. Of course Mengistu had been gone a 
week. It was uncanny, Bruce said, for the Mission compound com-
munity to hear the gun�re while gathered around a radio listening to 
a BBC correspondent who was broadcasting from the Hilton Hotel 
just across the city in plain view. 

Huge blasts rocked the city when ammunition stashes were hit. 
Windows were blown out everywhere, including those at SIM 
Headquarters. By eleven that morning, quietness reigned. �e take-
over was �nished. On street corners, TPLF soldiers, male and female, 
and very young, maintained disciplined order. Most spoke Tigrinya, 
few knew Amharic. A few more gigantic blasts struck subsequently. 
From out on the Debre Zeit road south of Addis, an isolated blast 
�attened “armory hill,” where a huge supply of arms had been stashed 
underground. Actually, except for 2–3,000 deaths from the explo-
sions, reportedly only 600–800 people were actually killed in battle. 
It had been a long road from Tigray to Addis, but victory had come. 

As news spread across the realm, reactions varied. Some thanked 
God the ordeal was over. �e brutal tyrant, Ali Musa, shot himself. 
Up north in Eritrea, the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) 
had taken Dekemhare, Keren, Asmara and the port at Assab. With 
the fall of Addis Ababa to the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary 
Democratic Front, the EPLF announced they now considered Eritrea 
to be a self-government region. A referendum regarding secession 
would be conducted, they said. �e unity of Ethiopia was cracking. 

�e Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) 
called in various diplomats, nongovernmental organizations, the 
United Nations and the European Economic Community to the 
Hilton Hotel to discuss vast relief needs in the country, and pledged 
to honor agreements made with the past government. Periodic inci-
dents kept the city tense. Out in an area where people were pillag-
ing an ammunition dump, suddenly it caught �re, exploding wild-
ly. Many were killed or badly burned. Hearing later that many of 
those who were burned were afraid to go to a clinic lest they be ac-
cused, nurse Jean Sokvitne ventured out from the mission property 
to �nd and treat people. 
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�e city began again to resume some normality, but was rocked 
by a mighty blast on June 4th at 4:30 in the morning, when another 
large ammunition dump near the old Girls Christian Academy was 
set on �re. �e Pepsi plant (with its carbon dioxide supply) went up 
in a raging inferno, but the fuel tanks and large grain storage silos 
adjacent, mercifully, were left in tact. Windows were shattered all 
over town, and an estimated one thousand nearby homes were dam-
aged. Mengistu-sympathizing arsonists were suspected. 

Down in the wilds of Gamo Gofa retreating toward the Sudan 
border, some Ethiopian soldiers hid out and lived by pillaging. �e 
Gujjis invited the Wolaittan settlers who had been forcibly trans-
planted to the settlement on the east side of Lake Abaya to meet for 
a “good-bye feast.” It surely was. �e few who had come to Christ 
among the Gujjis caught wind of their community’s intentions, and 
warned whatever Wolaittans they could. Gerhard and Edith Bössler 
were caught in the tense situation. At the close of the feast, the Gujjis 
rose up and slaughtered 300 of their guests. Hardly touched by the 
vicissitudes of the Revolution, it seemed to be “business as usual” 
in Gujjiland. 

In June, the Worker’s Party of Ethiopia was no longer function-
ing. Meles Zenawi, the EPRDF’s leader, had put an Amhara in as 
Prime Minister of the interim government. �e temporary govern-
ment promised elections within two years, and agreed that a UN 
sponsored referendum on Eritrean independence should be held in 
1993. A few con�scated properties began to be returned to citizens 
and churches. Ethiopian Airlines resumed �ights again; the Assab 
road opened; busses started running even to Asmara, something that 
hadn’t happened for eleven years. 

When “reckoning time” inevitably arrived in the long established 
communities across the land, crooked o�cials during the Marxist-
Leninist regime were sometimes exposed. A rare “Joseph” stood out. 
A young Christian named Desalegn Tesemma had come into much 
persecution while a high school student at home and then a univer-
sity in Addis Ababa, but on return to Hadiyya he’d been appoint-
ed as the Deputy Subregion administrator. �at was in 1989. His 
parents were distressed that he would work for an atheistic govern-
ment. “I assured them that this was from the Lord, just like Joseph 
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had known that his appointment in Pharaoh’s court was designed 
by God. My parents were persuaded, and the elders of the church 
met to commend me to God in my new job, vowing to keep me in 
their prayers every day.” From the very �rst, Desalegn declared him-
self openly as a practicing Bible-believing Christian. Accusations 
were gathered against him, listing all sorts of “crimes” but somehow 
he stayed on duty. 

“When the TPLF overpowered the Mengistu government in 
1991,” Desalegn recounted later, “all the administrators ran away, 
fearing reprisals from the people. I stayed where I was. Some friends 
asked me, ‘Why don’t you take your family and �ee for your life?’ 
I replied that the Lord had called me to this job and was able to pro-
tect me under any circumstances. When the new government �nally 
got around to investigating me they asked the people of the district 
what sort of administrator I had been, and not one person testi�ed 
against me.” 

Such was a loving God’s answer to the praying community 
who had undergirded the administrator. Lives of faithful men like 
Desalegn pointed to the One who really could enable a weak human 
to become the sterling “new man” Marxism-Leninism had so con-
�dently hoped to create. As a Bulgarian believer had written from 
prison years before, although derided, persecuted, and hidden away, 
the Christian in a socialist society is simply to be the new man—
a man whom only Christ can produce. 

Praise our God, O peoples, let the sound of his praise be heard;  
he has preserved our lives and kept our feet from slipping.  
For you, O God, tested us; you re�ned us like silver.  
You brought us into prison and laid burdens on our backs.  
You let men ride over our heads; we went through �re and water,  
but you brought us to a place of abundance. [...] 

Come and listen, all you who fear God;  
let me tell you what he has done for me.

(Psalm 66:8–12, 16)
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Chapter 28

BREAKING FORTH

The Addis Ababa stadium had never seen anything like it. �e 
stands and playing �eld were packed, and there wasn’t even a soccer 
game. �ousands of Christians were gathered for a public “Praise 
Giving Day.” �eir songs split the skies. Tesfaye’s son, �eophilos, 
reared in Chencha, had returned from England only twenty days 
before. He stood on the playing �eld, trying to take it all in. In ev-
ery corner groups of people were singing, bowing, praying, weeping, 
lifting their hands in praise. Fifteen hundred choirs from all over the 
city, from every denomination, were leading in worship. 

�eophilos was in such a state of awe that he couldn’t even remem-
ber later who preached. “Pastor Kedamo maybe,” he said. “Heaven 
came down that day!” Childhood memories in Chencha must have 
come back... his father and uncles and other elders taken to prison... 
his own su�ering as the child of a “criminal” in the cadres’ eyes... his 
mother’s struggle to keep the family fed and clothed and brought 
up “in the nurture and admonition of the Lord”... his father’s ill-
ness in jail and his mother’s bold plea for hospitalization... the el-
ders’ release after two long years... yet Tesfaye’s being hounded by 
Ali Musa... keeping his father away for years... on the run, or work-
ing in Hossana or Addis Ababa or elsewhere... and then his sudden, 
brief reappearance in their home under cover of night. It was all 
over now! By God’s grace, they’d all survived, and grown, and could 
even a�rm what Tesfaye had deeply learned over these rough years: 
“We know that in all things God works for the good of those who 
love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” All over 
the stadium, people were reliving their own memories, reawaken-
ing their pain, and savoring the comfort and deliverance their Lord 
provided. Truly, “Great is thy faithfulness!” 
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Passersby must have wondered at the stadium’s sounds that night, 
and the size of the crowd. Can there be so many of these Pentes? 
Where have they all come from? We thought they’d been stamped 
out! Painted on the wall above the main entrance gate, Marx, 
Lenin, and Engels still gazed down upon the event. �eir two-di-
mensional faces paled in comparison with the crowd who vibrated 
with another dimension. Since Dialectical Materialism had been 
swept away, great surges of spiritual expression kept surfacing every 
time a church door opened. KHC’s largest church, Meserete Heywet 
(“Foundation of Life”), had so many coming that they multiplied in-
to eleven congregations, meeting wherever they could �nd to congre-
gate, all over town. When the Mulu Wongel (“Full Gospel”) church 
opened its doors the �rst time after the Revolution, 15,000 people 
arrived. Churches of Meserete Kristos (“Christ the Foundation”), the 
Mennonite-founded group, once with 200, now were 2,000. �e 
Lutheran-initiated church, Mekane Yesus (“the Place Where Jesus 
Dwells”), had burgeoned just like SIM’s congregations had. And 
so it was all over the capital and beyond. �e number of believers 
had grown, often tenfold, whether they’d operated underground or 
above. 

After the euphoria of celebrating the victory of their mutual 
Sovereign, and recognizing their unity in his service, the various 
evangelical groups began to take stock. Now that they had the free-
dom to choose a course, what should their priorities be? What had 
God been preparing them for during this long period of pruning? 
What fruit did He wish to bring forth? Although they might have 
varied in ways of baptizing or interpretations of communion or styles 
of church government, the dozen or so evangelical-spirited groups 
found they were of one mind on the main thing—people needed 
to know Jesus the Christ. Lives which had been demolished needed 
comfort, strength, hope, rebuilding. As they took stock of the new 
government’s attitude, they were amazed to �nd little blockage of 
requests for return of property, or purchase of new, or permits for 
building churches and schools. 

All over the south, believers reclaimed churches and took stock 
of the vast number of new members of the family who needed to 
be grounded and strengthened in their faith. Training became the 
watchword of the decade. In Addis Ababa, new Christian magazines 
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appeared, added to the few which had been maintained under-
ground during the Revolution. At Debre Zeit, the underground 
Bible school blossomed in the open. At Kuriftu lake, over the hill 
from Bishoftu, a large church building arose. Community develop-
ment projects and the orphanage which the Bonds had helped the 
KHC plant out at Kuriftu expanded further.136 Vegetable gardening, 
cattle breeding, chicken farming—all sorts of new or expanded proj-
ects took o�. In Gamo Gofa, Bible schools opened, scripture trans-
lation continued, and the Aari and Maale believers partnered with 
missionaries among the Banna and Mursi. At Hossana, a second 
Kale Heywet Ministry Training Center was begun, and at Soddo, 
community health projects were undertaken. At Dilla, Ato Werku 
organized an evangelism conference, calling in leaders from all the 
country’s evangelical groups. People of vision raised the banner for 
moving out. “Let’s reach the rest of the country while we can. �is 
is our hour! Let’s get going!” 

�e various missions were rejuvenated as well. �ey rose to the 
occasion by sending in new recruits and many old-timers made 
their way back. SIM’s leadership passed to Bruce Bond, the New 
Zealand horticulturist who had �rst done plantings at Shashemane 
Leprosarium’s agricultural program in the 1950s. Mr. Bond had 
spearheaded the Bishoftu reforestation project during the famine and 
helped the Kale Heywet Church to create Kuriftu’s agricultural / hor-
ticultural project. Now he was asked to tend the mission’s spiritual 
planting in a new era. �e national church was calling loud for help 
with training. Establishing more Bible schools was given top prior-
ity, although 4,000 students were already in session. Training was 
needed in areas that ranged from computer operation to crop man-
agement. �e national leaders who had been seasoned throughout 
the Revolution were now mature men. �ey were equipped to work 
shoulder to shoulder with the mission. Now, however, it was the 
church rather than the mission which must take the lead. January 
of 1992 saw the foundation stone of a large KHC o�ce complex 
go into place. Within a few years, the old compound which had 
been expanded by using boxcar sized shipping containers would 
be replaced by a modern four-storey o�ce building as the hub of 

136. See Bruce and Norene Bond’s When Spider Webs Unite (Bond, 2005).
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KHC operations, from which Dr. Mulatu and Ato Shiferaw Wolde 
Michael would direct the whole denomination. Ato Shiferaw would 
head up Compassion International’s broad work in Ethiopia with 
children as well. 

SIM headquarters, once jammed with a thousand worship-
pers on Sundays, and hundreds of students in night school, soon 
grew sedate. It seemed a bit lonely without all the bustle of stu-
dents and church leaders coming and going as they had before. �e 
International Evangelical Church which had nearly burst the SIM 
compound chapel seams on Sundays moved into a beautiful new fa-
cility designed by Malcom McGregor shared with the Evangelical 
�eological College (ETC). ETC was like a wide-leafed tree grown 
out of its Grace Bible Institute root which SIM had planted three 
decades before in Jimma, but now was serving many denominations. 
On the university and medical school campuses, EVASU, the evan-
gelical student movement, became bold in its witness. Christians 
drew questioning students in to investigate the previously forbid-
den option in their life search. 

What of those who were still reeling from the collapse of the sys-
tem in which they had put their trust? So many had hoped commu-
nist promises would deliver a new society. �ey too had paid a heavy 
price. Perhaps Meresse’s story can communicate one thoughtful 
man’s summary of what the  Revolution’s experiment boiled down to. 

We got to know Meresse Abraham among a group of seven into 
whose fellowship we were drawn when we returned to Ethiopia, three 
years after the Revolution collapsed. �e group had come into being 
right after the change, and had been handed on from Joe Harding’s 
leadership to others, and eventually to Dr. Bascom. �e group was 
made up of business and professional people, all of whom knew 
English well. In past years, any Bible study leadership we’d done in 
the countryside had to be conducted in Amharic.

On Tuesday nights, in the Mission living room after their work 
we met with them for two years. Never had we had such consis-
tent, mind-to-mind and heart-to-heart contact with a group of 
Ethiopians. Considering their ethnic diversity and former animosi-
ties, such a group could only have been held together by the Spirit 
of the living Lord. �eir provincial homes ranged from Eritrea to 
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Tigray to Shewa to Gamo Gofa, and religious backgrounds ranged 
from Orthodox family background to primal religions. Six were men, 
one a woman. Among them was a school administrator, a teacher, a 
clinic supervisor, a plant manager, and a telecommunications trou-
ble shooter. �ree were married, one had lost his wife, one married 
while we were all together, one shortly after we left, and two remain 
single. From their individual stories, we learned that three had been 
in prison, one had been an alcoholic, one a con�rmed Marxist. One 
had studied abroad in America, another had done six years training 
in Russia. One had lived with Peace Corps teachers in Ethiopia, had 
longed to emigrate, but never managed to do so. Politically, some 
were from “the winners” in this latest con�ict, some from “the los-
ers,” and others from the community caught in between. What sort 
of rough edges and heated discussions might we expect? Strangely, 
warmth consistently �owed from their shared Lord. 

�e second year into our studies together in our living room, we 
took a few weeks to share our life stories—one each evening. Every 
one of those nights left us informed, deeply touched, and drawn 

SHIFERAW WOLDE MICHAEL (ADDIS ABABA, 1994)
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ever closer to them all. Ato Meresse was the one who had been a 
hard-line communist. He was the tallest of the group, always neat-
ly dressed with dress shirt, suit and tie, closing a day’s work in labor 
relations in a skyscraper down on Churchill Avenue. He walked to 
the mission, owning no car. A real gentleman, he emanated humil-
ity, and attitude which had probably developed recently. He chose 
his words carefully, often gesturing with his long hands. His fore-
head was high, his face �ne-featured, and his hair was touched with 
gray. I guessed him to be about forty-�ve. His manner was serious 
but pleasant, and a joyful light in his eyes often revealed keen per-
ception, deep thought, and kindly empathy with the group as we in-
teracted. �is is the story he told us—supplemented by some ques-
tions I later asked him: 

I’ve come from an Orthodox family—as most of us have. At that 
time to me religion was mostly from watching my mother, who was 
a devoted follower of the Orthodox Church. I was the third oldest.

After grade school in Asmara, I came to Addis for high school. 
�ere I had a chance to read about Dialectical Materialism and was 
highly impressed by it. Dialectical Materialism talks a lot about 
“Mother Nature.” �eoretically it is based in science with all the 
mathematical calculations, etc. Although it was strictly forbidden by 
the government of Haile Selassie, no matter how risky it might be, 
I kept learning it secretly in places—like toilet rooms and dormito-
ries. I went head on for it, and the deeper I became in it, the more 
I felt I was close to understanding “Mother Nature.” Communism 
has its own “trinity.” I worshipped Marx, Lenin, and Engels, and be-
came their disciple. 

However, my higher education in the late 1960s was interrupted. 
I was caught with political pamphlets in the university. �e fourth 
and �fth year students were agitating. I was more interested in their 
leadership than their doctrine, but the leader of the underground 
movement (anti-Haile Selassie) gave me four pads of printed letters 
(400 sheets each) and said, “Go and hide them in your dormitory.” 
(�ey were to be distributed in the streets at night.) I got caught by 
security red handed. �ey took me to jail in a military camp with 
forty students, mostly men. It was a horrible experience, and lasted 
forty-three days. Finally parliament asked His Imperial Majesty for 
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our forgiveness. Some of the ministers’ sons and high o�cials were 
involved. We were “forgiven”—a category of judgment—all forty of 
us. �ree were allowed back to the university, eleven to �fteen were 
not allowed to return or to hold any government post. �e rest were 
now allowed back, but could join a government o�ce. �at ended 
my college education, which lasted only half a year.

In jail I was sick. I liked to play basketball. When I went to the 
camp I weighed 89–90 kilos; after forty-three days I weighed 60. 
�ere was little food, we underwent physical torture. At �ve in the 
morning we were made to run barefoot in sand—till we had bloody 
feet; we had to walk kneeling—it was planned demoralization. I had 
to spend six months in the hospital afterward. I never recovered in 
weight.

When I got out of Balcha hospital, I saw two announcements: 
Telecommunication and Civil Aviation. I passed both tests. I went 
to Telecommunications the next week, and was sent to Dire Dawa. 
I wanted to get away from Addis. I was demoralized. After two years 
the revolution came. I met my wife in Dire Dawa. We were married 
a month after the revolution. When it erupted—it seemed to me “a 
blessing in disguise”—a dream to see His Imperial Majesty destroyed. 
He’d destroyed my education. With all my heart I joined the Party. 
I was a devoted anti-imperialist. 

I was fascinated with Marxism. I even tried to translate Castro, 
the Communist Manifesto, and Ho Chi Minh into Amharic. It taught 
“dog eat dog.” You know, the Revolution eats its children. �is is a 
law of the revolution and people accept it. In 1974 the revolution 
erupted. When the military regime took over and proclaimed social-
ism, I saw it as a blessing for me. I did not hesitate to join in one of 
the political parties which the junta established. In the beginning 
I thought all was going well and smoothly. No. Nothing went well 
and smoothly, for shortly after the organization of the parties there 
came this �ght for power among them. To make a long story short, 
the military crushed all the parties and banned them.

During this transitional period, many were killed and arrested and 
I was one of those arrested for political reasons. I was an Eritrean. My 
younger brother was with the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front in 
the �eld. �ey wanted to isolate me. It made me bitter. I was taken 
to the police and was held twenty-three days in jail underground, 
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in dark solitary con�nement. It is a story which I do not choose to 
go into now. For the �rst few weeks, no one knew where I was, and 
this shook my wife. Later I found out that because of this rumor my 
wife had some mental trauma. My wife didn’t know where I was. She 
thought I’d been killed. She never recovered from that trauma. When 
she died a year later, I almost went crazy. I connected her death to 
the shock of my disappearance. 

�e incident of my arrest brought confrontation. I went total-
ly against the people in local Party leadership—but not against 
Marxism-Leninism. I started to attack them. I was bitter. I’d been 
lucky enough to be released from prison, but the loss of my wife was 
something I could not bear. I hated the city I lived in. I was totally 
demoralized; everything was dark around me. I was not even sure 
what to do with my three children who were fourteen, nine, and �ve 
years old. �e �rst step I took was to apply for transfer. My applica-
tion was accepted and six months later at the end of the year 1990, 
I left Dire Dawa for Addis. 

In Addis nothing changed, in fact, it was the other way around—
more frustration. I was restless and unstable. So I thought drinking 

MERESSE ABRAHAM (ADDIS ABABA, 1996)
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maybe would help and I drank a lot. But things went from bad to 
worse. Drinking was no solution. Yet the hunger to �nd a remedy 
kept boiling within me. 

I’d had a friend for years, a close friend who had stayed in Addis 
Ababa while I went to Dire Dawa. I had become a communist, he 
a Christian (not realized by me). We began to meet, and each time 
I suggested meeting Sunday morning, he never wanted to meet me 
then. He’d say “afternoon.” It took him time to tell me his position. 
“I have a place to go every Sunday morning, but you won’t like it,” 
he said. I asked “Why not?” Eventually he said, “Come see for your-
self.” “I’ll see where he goes,” I thought.

He brought me to the International Evangelical Church (IEC) 
building. I found it to be an international group. �ere were young 
and old and well-to-do people. Kind of a club, I thought, a social 
gathering. “Are you a member of this group?” I asked my friend. 
I had no idea it was a church. I’d thought church people were all 
poor, sick, crying people in di�culty. �ese people were not that 
type.

�e �rst Sunday the talk was meaningless to me, although in 
English. Afterwards, I  asked my friend, “What was he talking 
about?” “�e Bible,” he said. “He was preaching.” “Preaching!” I ex-
claimed. “Is this a church? Did you understand it?” I was confused. 
How come I didn’t understand, I asked myself when alone. I’ll give 
it one more chance, I thought. 

We met again. I learned later that it was a Pastor Bark who was 
speaking. He was speaking from the book of Matthew, something 
about hypocrisy. I thought he was talking only to me. I couldn’t even 
look to left or right. I felt I must leave that place, but I had no pow-
er to get up. He was hammering me! “Is this magic?” I asked myself. 
“Is he a magician?” I was a man of forty, but I felt four or �ve there, 
totally zero. It was very painful. “You’re a hypocrite,” he was saying, 
as if to me. It was one of the longest hours of my life—in my heart, 
my mind, my soul. I had seen painful things—I’d seen torture—and 
heard painful things, but this was the most painful of all. He talked 
only twenty-�ve to thirty minutes, but it seemed like the whole day. 
“Stop!” I was thinking, “When will it stop?!”

Afterwards I asked my friend, “Is he a magician?” “No, the Holy 
Spirit leads him,” he answered. “Who is the Holy Spirit?” I asked. 
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I wanted to grasp this. “Come next week and you’ll �nd out,” was 
his answer.

�at week from Monday to Saturday I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t 
work normally. His words came back. I was restless. I had no one 
to ask advice of. “I’m not normal,” I thought. “�at magician did 
something to me.” I couldn’t sleep or eat and I told my friend how 
bad I was feeling. “Come Sunday and you’ll �nd some answers,” he 
said. “You can talk to him after the meeting.” 

I was thinking about it. “Did he say I can meet that man and 
ask him questions?” What I wanted was revenge. “I can shame him! 
I thought, ridicule him like he did to me—by my knowledge of 
Marxist-Leninism!” (Except he did it before the whole congregation, 
and I couldn’t do that.) If God laughs, He must have been laughing, 
so childish and stupid I was.

On the next Sunday that I went, I was restless, just waiting to meet 
him. �ere was singing, and then a younger man came to speak, a 
pastor Steve. I was more angry. He’s really a magician, I thought. He 
knew I was ready for him and so he didn’t come!

�e message from the younger man was on love. He even touched 
on the marriage relationship. I almost cried. �e younger one was 
not like that hard man the time before. He didn’t hate, I thought. 
He was gentle and kind. I told my friend, “If that hard man is not 
coming next week, I’ll come.” �e Holy Spirit was cooling me down. 

�e third Sunday I attended it was Pastor Bark speaking again. 
I thought he was going to expose my secrets and talk to me again. 
But he was gentler, kind. I thought it was my �rst time to see him. 
Magicians are all ugly in my mind. Now this man was being gentle. 
I listened. What’s going on? I asked my self. He was tough last time, 
he exposed my secrets. �e �rst Sunday was hard, the next was about 
love, now this third time I’ve come, he’s changed. 

I decided that on the next Sunday I’d talk to whoever was in the 
pulpit. I was planning, I’ll shake his hand and then I’ll say, “Can 
I talk to you?’ �e next Sunday, pastor Steve came again. I was more 
relaxed. But I just had no understanding spiritually. Is he talking to 
me or not? I asked myself. As we were walking out, a black American 
was just in front of me. I was waiting for that handshake. When 
I came to the speaker, he was talking to this man who he seemed to 
have known in America. Steve Strauss gave me his hand, but he kept 
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talking to the other man. It broke me! It shocked me. He was not 
even looking at me. I was totally shattered! My friend asked, “How 
did you �nd the message?” “Do these people discriminate?” I fumed. 
“He refused to even look at me!”

For three or four Sundays I refused to go. For two Sundays my 
friend stayed away with me. �e third week he went alone to the 
church, and came to me after the ceremony. “�at church is for 
Americans or white people,” I  said—although I had seen many 
Africans. �e forth Sunday he came early and said, “Please, let’s go 
to the church. We’ll see it, then go somewhere together afterward.” 
“Okay,” I said.

Bark was preaching. For the �rst time, I tried to understand. He 
was talking about John 8:31–32, Christ’s words about how to �nd 
truth. I had attended about eight Sundays by then, and that was the 
�rst meaningful speech which got through to me. I thought I un-
derstood. “What is the truth?” was the question. It seemed elemen-
tary to me. “Without Christ, a person is in darkness, is dead, is in 
bondage,” he said. My mind started to catch up. I had always had 
this hunger for truth. 

We went home and I read the Bible with my friend. I read John 
8:31–32 in Amharic. �at was the door—that was how my mind 
was opened. I had questions, was in confusion, had problems, but a 
kind of change was going on inside myself.

A few months later, after one ceremony I went to talk to Pastor 
Joe. I approached him systematically, not directly. “I want to know 
more. Are there books? A library I could visit?” I asked him. “Before 
I answer that,” Pastor Joe said, “can you and I talk some time this 
week?” �at was what I really wanted! I came Tuesday and we met in 
the big living room here at the mission compound. “First of all,” he 
asked me, “have you accepted Jesus as your Savior?” “Where? How? 
What’s that?” I asked. He gave me a testimony. He used Bible vers-
es. He was tactful, spoke with simplicity. “Let’s meet once or twice 
a week,” he said. “Are you willing?” I said “Yes!” 

A few months later the Derg collapsed and the Ethiopian People’s 
Revolutionary Democratic Front came in. By then I’d joined with 
some group that met (�ve or six people) with Pastor Joe. I think we 
were all beginners. He started to teach us. I am still learning. 
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�e churches had been closed during the Derg regime, but now 
they were opened. I was so thirsty, so hungry, that I went with a 
friend who had been in the Full Gospel church before it was closed. 
He went, and I did too. �e Amharic version of worship and teach-
ing was even more wonderful than the English! �ere I accepted 
Jesus as my Savior and my Lord. I got a Bible, was baptized, and a 
tremendous change came in my life.

Physically, all was not smooth, but I had peace inside and more 
patience in my character. I stopped drinking. I don’t know how. It 
went out of my life. �ere were changes. I found out that receiving 
Jesus as Savior meant coming from darkness to light.

Now I understand how the devil worked through Marxism. �e 
devil likes to copy the Bible, to run parallel to Christianity. I also 
know that Dialectical Materialism has its own trinity. �e Bible re-
veals God as the Father, the creator. In Dialectical Materialism, Marx 
is the father, the founder. Biblically, God the Son sacri�ces Himself 
on the cross. In Dialectical Materialism, Frederic Engels sacri�ced 
his �nances to �nance Karl Marx in London in his exile. In the 
Bible, God the Holy Spirit does the work of God in our lives. In 
Dialectical Materialism, Lenin was the one who put the theory into 
practice. Communism’s three disciples of the devil were my idols. 
In Marxism-Leninism you don’t have hope. People live and die and 
that’s all. Mother Nature. Nothing to hope for. �ere’s a time limit. 
You run when your age allows but when you grow old and are de-
caying, you become meaningless—like garbage. �e ideology stops 
somewhere, and it has a dying, too; then it is all dark. In Christ you 
can hope. Age doesn’t matter. Life doesn’t decay.

In Dialectical Materialism you have to read, memorize, and then 
scienti�cally practice it. In the Bible, you can read it, but it also reads 
you. Dialectical Materialism doesn’t talk to you, answer you, read 
you. I found out that the Bible has already read me! I came more and 
more close to the spiritual life. In Dialectical Materialism, matter re-
mains just the same, dead. �e Bible is new, it’s alive. Every morning 
the word of God is new. In matter, you don’t experience these things; 
with matter you get tired of it; you may even dislike it. If you read 
Genesis 4, every time you read it, there will be a new revelation. �is 
is mysterious to me! I’d had a restless mind since childhood, always 
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looking for new things. I thought materialism was the best I could 
�nd. I was wrong. �e Bible is the best of them all!

My life has changed. Of course, I have �esh and blood, but the 
Lord is always at hand. He can solve things. I’m a member now in 
the Full Gospel church. I am serving part time, teaching newcom-
ers before baptism. Praise the Lord, I have brought three groups up 
to baptism, and now I’m meeting with a fourth group. Life with 
Jesus is wonderful!

My daughters have all three become saved and baptized. Yes, all 
since 1992. I hope my mother will yet be saved. When we are to-
gether, it’s a kind of warfare. But I think and hope and pray she’ll 
yet come to trust in Jesus. 

Finally, let me tell you one key to how my life turned around. 
Remember, I was one of those people trying to stop the Bible. I was 
working in Dire Dawa when big demonstrations were held, I some-
times was a speaker for the Marxist party line. But let me skip on to 
after I had received the Lord and tell you what happened to me here 
in Addis just a few years ago:

I was walking outside the Telecommunications building when 
I saw a woman in the distance with her face in tears. I was puzzled. 
I didn’t think I recognized her but she kept focused right on me, 
weeping. “Do I know her? From where?” I asked myself. I was em-
barrassed and couldn’t place her. She kept walking straight toward 
me and �nally she was right before me. We embraced, kissing as 
Ethiopians customarily greet. But she held me tight. She was cry-
ing. I �nally had to admit I didn’t know where we had met. “Yes, we 
haven’t met,” she admitted. �at puzzled me all the more! She was 
so moved. “Give me a few moments to compose myself,” she said. 
My heart was beating hard. Finally she told me this story: 

Ten years ago I �ew to Dire Dawa to visit my mother. It was a Sunday. 
�e plane was late. �e kebele had announced a meeting in the stadi-
um at seven in the morning. Mother said we must go. She was old. It 
was hot. I asked, why must we go. “If I don’t, the kebele will send me 
to jail,” she answered. We went to the stadium with 40–50,000 other 
people. A message was given by some VIPs, political propaganda about 
Marx, Lenin, Somali and Eritrean wars, etc. You were one of the speakers 
that day. Somehow, I focused upon you. �at day I prayed to the Lord, 
“Never let me be killed before you bring this man to Jesus.” 
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For ten years that woman had prayed! One Sunday morn-
ing shortly before this meeting we experienced outside of the 
Telecommunications building, this lady had spotted my face in 
an Addis church. She hurried toward me, but I became lost in the 
crowd. She went back again, but didn’t see me at that church. She 
began going from church to church to �nd me. She’d almost giv-
en up when she spotted me that day we met, in the crowd near the 
Telecommunications, where she’d come to use the phone booth. 

It was a miracle meeting. “Jesus has done his homework!” she told 
me. “I don’t mind if He takes me now.” You know, it doesn’t take the 
CIA or the KGB. It was the Lord who found me.137 

“Did you ever see her again?” we couldn’t help asking. Meresse 
seemed deep in thought. “�is woman’s face was alight, like an an-
gel,” he said. After that day, I kept looking for her. I only saw her 
twice. �e �rst was the day when she was crying. �e second time 
I traced her in the church. I’d looked for her many Sundays—as if 
she herself had done it for me. I greeted her and asked for her ad-
dress. She smiled and said, “No. Don’t worry—Christ has taken over. 
It’s his responsibility now.”

I suppose she didn’t want me to worship or idolize her. She wanted 
to give the praise to Christ. “Christ answered my prayer. I’ve proved 
it. I’ve witnessed to it,” she seemed to communicate. In her sight the 
matter was complete. She did not choose to make more of it. Perhaps 
she has gone from Addis. She left me alone, to give praise to Jesus.

Meresse looked into the distance and said, “Her example still en-
courages me. I say to Jesus, remembering my sister, She waited ten 
years. You are the God who can be an answer even after ten years.” 
Meresse bowed his dear head and simply whispered, “�is helps me 
to pray.” 

To you, O LORD, I lift up my soul; in you I trust, O my God.
(Psalm 25:1)

137. Handwritten document submitted to the author, Merissa’s testimony. 
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Chapter 29

CONSUMMATION

What had been happening in Negussie and Fantaye’s lives dur-
ing this time when Ethiopia was awakening out of her nightmare? 
�ey had waited for the consummation of their marriage for eleven 
years, six of them divided by prison walls, and after Negussie went 
to Kenya, they’d had to live a thousand miles apart. At Christmas 
time of 1990, Fantaye bravely took leave of her family and �ew unat-
tended to Kenya. For a month she lived in an apartment in Nairobi. 
�en the day arrived. 

�ere is something about an Ethiopian wedding ceremony, even 
when performed in a foreign country, which de�es description. It’s 
not the ceremony itself, it is the majestic grace with which Ethiopians 
tend to carry themselves, almost as if King Solomon and the Queen 
of Sheba’s court were at hand. �e traditional Ethiopian bride’s cape 
is embroidered with gold and her digni�ed head is crowned with 
gold as well. She is clothed in spotless white. 

Not one member of their families was able to be present for 
this Nairobi wedding, although Negussie’s brother had been com-
missioned to take three community elders to Fantaye’s parents in 
Ethiopia to secure their permission. Many Ethiopians knew one 
another through the Ethiopian Fellowship Church which met in 
the Kenya International Conference Center, but a larger place was 
needed for the wedding. Pastor Berhanu Deresse arranged for it 
to be held in the large Nairobi Baptist sanctuary. Negussie had of-
ten assisted Pastor Berhanu by giving testimony in Christian meet-
ings. Negussie was well-known and deeply loved. Everyone wanted 
to come—business and professional people, students, refugees—
a huge group came to rejoice with the bride and groom that day. 
�ey came bearing gifts, �lm for the photos, food for the reception, 
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cars for the parade, whatever was needed for the all-day celebration 
an Ethiopian wedding involves. “We’ve never seen such a wedding,” 
they said afterward. 

For Christians, a wedding points forward to the ultimate mar-
riage toward which history is moving. �at consummation is issued 
in by the Marriage Feast of the Lamb and is glimpsed in the book 

NEGUSSIE KUMBI AND FANTAYE MOGUS (ABOUT 1990)
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of Revelation. �e Son of God receives his Bride, whom he has pur-
chased with his own blood and has been preparing to enter into 
this new phase of life. All the peoples of the earth are invited to this 
wedding which will draw people together from all time and space. 

Fantaye herself really knew almost no one at her wedding, except 
the groom and Pastor Berhanu, and yes, Sahle. Typical of Sahle’s 
happy fortune, he happened to be sent to a conference in Nairobi 
just at the right time. 

Finally the newlyweds set up a home together. Negussie was in the 
midst of his second year at Scott �eological College, sixty-�ve miles 
out of Nairobi. �eirs was an unusually close relationship, something 
not always enjoyed in Ethiopian marriages. Aydeko from Wolaitta 
was studying at Daystar in Nairobi, and the young couple would 
sometimes come to the city and visit the apartment Aydeko shared 
with two other Ethiopians. Aydeko would get up to prepare tea, and 
Fantaye would tease him, “Ethiopian men don’t prepare tea!” “But 
you don’t know where the supplies are,” he’d counter. “Oh yes I do!” 
she’d insist, and take over in the kitchen, where on special days, the 
delicious aroma of wat began to come forth, and injera sour-bread 
would be sent for. �is was the spicy meal which meant “home” to 
Ethiopians. “How we enjoyed being with them,” Aydeko remem-
bers. “�eir relationship was beautiful—words can’t express it. You 
know, she’d gone against her family and lost her good job to marry 
Negussie. Her brothers found it hard to accept a deformed person 
and they tried to isolate her if she married him. Losing her job was 
costly, but she said she preferred being Negussie’s wife to her posi-
tion at the Ministry of Health.” In the long hours of visiting, some-
times Negussie would reveal to them glimpses of what he had passed 
through during his years in prison in Wolisso and the two places in 
Addis Ababa—how he was tortured bodily and mentally, and how 
God had sustained him, even used him, through it all. 

One of the couple’s great joys was being visited by Alemu Beeftu 
when he came to Kenya. Research for his work in America or con-
ference speaking invitations brought him to Nairobi from time to 
time. �ese brief meetings brought back memories of their youth, 
renewed their friendship, and gave them all cause to praise God for 
what he was doing in their lives. 
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�ese were happy days. After classes, sometimes Negussie and 
Fantaye would take walks or picnics in the cool of the evening. At 
home, he would strum his guitar and sing in the night hours, en-
joying Fantaye’s presence. He loved a song of an Ethiopian singer 
named Derege Kebede, about God as El–Shaddai. Translated into 
English it said, “In my own strength, I’d not have gotten through. 
God’s grace got me through.” He would sing, remembering all he 
had been through. �e decade before, his guitar had brought di�-
culty, for they tried to force him to sing for the Revolution. Now he 
could sing to his God and his wife, in peace. “�e di�cult days are 
over,” he would say to Fantaye. “�e future is ahead. Don’t be afraid. 
A time of blessing is ahead of us.” 

Back in Ethiopia, a new day was about to dawn. Restrictions on 
worship were loosening up, but they couldn’t have guessed that six 
months after their wedding, the Derg government would collapse. 
When the fall came, that thrilling news �lled them with hope for a 
new kind of life in Ethiopia, resplendent with new freedoms. 

NEGUSSIE KUMBI (ABOUT 1990)
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Negussie was midway in his preparation for a life of service. It 
was �tting that the German nurse who had awarded Negussie his 
�rst Bible in Wolisso should visit Kenya. Chris Ott had treasured 
Negussie’s letters from prison, especially the one in which he said, 
“I have chosen the path of the cross, to glory.” Now she rejoiced 
with him. She met his bride. His su�ering was over and was now 
replaced with opportunities for meaningful service and graced with 
the joys of married life. 

When into his third year of studies, in March of 1992 the fruit of 
Fantaye and Negussie’s love brought forth a son, whom they named 
Natnael (Nathanael), which means “God gave.” Aydeko was among 
those who brought gifts. �e little family returned for �ve months 
to Ethiopia for an internship with Pastor Kedamo at the Meserete 
Heywet Church. Ato Shiferaw Wolde Michael, a lawyer from Debre 
Berhan, was among the strong leaders in that congregation, men 
who had served the Christian community strategically during the 
Derg days. Negussie learned from these leaders. He left home early 
and came home late, working with small groups and doing person-
al counseling. It was good to have fellowship with old friends from 
Wolisso, too, like Mulugeta Haile, who worked with World Vision. 
With him Negussie shared the vision for service which was develop-
ing in his mind. He felt there was a lack of counseling in the church. 
From youth to the elderly, people struggled with spiritual and mate-
rial problems. Evangelists preach and then leave, but Negussie was 
concerned for someone to pay attention to people’s problems, to lis-
ten to them, help them, pray with them, and for them afterwards. 

At Easter of Negussie’s �nal year, French-speaking SIM represen-
tatives contacted Negussie when passing through Nairobi on their 
way to Pakistan. Immanuel and Soula Isch had been challenged by 
Negussie’s testimony, which they heard of from the Colemans in 
Canada. �e hat Negussie had made for John Coleman was some-
how a symbol which stuck in their minds. �ey were thrilled to meet 
Negussie and Fantaye in Kenya. Negussie was coughing though, not 
seeming to be really well. Nebeyu (“the prophet”), a second son, had 
just been born. �e daughter of Daniel, Soddo Hospital’s adminis-
trator, broke away from her own studies at Mo�att College near the 
hospital and came to care for the lonely mother when she delivered, 
while Negussie cared for Natnael and kept up his studies at home. 
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As the time to return to Ethiopia drew near, Fantaye found her-
self wishing they could somehow stay away. �e suggestion that they 
remain abroad, taking further studies, had to be weighed. Many a 
bright seminarian had done that, but Negussie could not bring him-
self to do so. Still, he wondered if he should help his wife obtain some 
skills while out of the country—like learning to type and use a com-
puter so as to prepare her to help him in his ministry. It happened 
that Negussie’s childhood friend, Alemu, came from America to visit 
them while he was doing doctoral research in Nairobi. Alemu had 
stayed on in the United States for additional years of graduate work. 
His long absence from Ethiopia caused mistrust from some of the 
church and mission community. It had been very painful for Alemu. 
To spare Negussie that, he recommended, frankly, that Negussie re-
turn home and serve, at least for a while. Perhaps Fantaye’s getting 
those skills could wait till the children were older.

�e �nal term was a di�cult one, for their second child was born, 
right during Negussie’s exams, right when he was pushing hard to 
�nish his course. His desire to begin serving in Ethiopia was passion-
ate. He longed to receive fuller power for service. He planned to take 
a month there, he told Fantaye, “just to go before the Lord.” But a 
few weeks before graduation, he became so ill that he had to be hos-
pitalized. It was diagnosed as typhoid. Struggling to carry through 
with graduation, he got up too soon. Aydeko observed how very ill 
he was, and with Fantaye, felt they must not leave, but must get him 
well in Kenya. Negussie’s legs were swollen more and more, and even 
walking became di�cult. Unfortunately, scholarship money had run 
out and so they left, Fantaye weeping with apprehension. When 
they arrived in Ethiopia, her husband went straight to the hospital. 
Negussie was sick, sicker than anyone knew.

He spent a little time at his brother’s home in Addis Ababa, but 
the next two months were a blur of transfers to clinics and hospitals. 
When Mulugeta heard of his illness, he rushed to him. “It was heart-
breaking to me,” Mulugeta remembers, “that after his graduation... 
that this should be. I could tell he was really sick, but we talked; he 
even teased a little. He told me he had a breathing problem, that he 
was very tired, had lost his appetite, was under treatment. �ey took 
him to Universal Clinic, where he was an in patient for a week. His 
body was swelling. ‘Well, if I die, I have no fear at all,’ he said. ‘Just 
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pray for me. If I die, I’ll go to face my Lord.’ But he loved his wife 
like anything. When he thought of her, it brought tears.” 

By then, Murray and Bea Coleman had returned to work in 
Ethiopia. With their son Dan and his wife who were visiting from 
Canada, they came up from Hossana to see Negussie. His condition 
was sobering. �ey were very distressed to �nd him so ill. 

“Why have the su�erings of Job come upon me?” he asked once 
in his pain. With medication he got relief, but Fantaye was horri�ed 
when she got a look at his bloated body. Trying to protect her from 
concern, he told her good night in the normal way, but to a nurse 
after she was gone, he whispered, “I won’t last the night.”

“�e doctor advised his brother to take him to the Black Lion 
Hospital to get oxygen assistance,” Mulugeta remembers. “He took 
him. But before they gave the oxygen, Negussie went to be with 
the Lord. Kidney failure after earlier typhoid complications, they 
wrote down as the cause of death. Negussie was only forty one. We 
were all in shock. We took his body to his brother’s home, and peo-
ple started coming from Addis Ababa and Wolisso. We all went to 
Pastor Kedamo’s church. Negussie’s body was buried at St. Joseph’s 
cemetery on Debre Zeit road. No one was prepared for his death.”

To nearly everyone who knew their story, this ending seemed in-
credible. It was inscrutable to Fantaye most of all. She had waited 
eleven years. Now in her mid thirties, overnight she had become a 
widow with two little sons, one two and a half, the other �ve months 
old. She was stunned. Natnael cried continually for his daddy. 
Weeping, she nursed Nebie, hardly able to bear the grief. 

Over in Canada, John Coleman put down the phone after his 
parents called, devastated. By now John had a family. Eventually, he 
poured out his grief on paper: 

Negussie, how can I say what you meant to us? You were like a big broth-
er to us when we were kids. I could say that you were the �rst and best 
friend I ever had, but you were more than that. You were family. You em-
braced us and we embraced you. A thousand memories �ood my mind 
as I think of the years we had together. You were so gentle and patient 
with us when we were little. You were like a guide to us in more than 
one way. Not just showing us the path to the spring or the bridge (or 
the “spridge” when we were being crazy!) and teaching us the best games 
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like stone tag, but you were a role model and mentor to us—just enough 
older to be our leader but young enough or humble enough was it, to be 
a peer too. We learned so many things from you. Graciousness, content-
ment, simplicity, thankfulness... is there a word for the attitude you took 
toward life? You were certainly full of joy and so much fun to be with!
You didn’t talk to us that much about yourself—your own family, life 
at school, and such. Maybe you talked with Mom and Dad more about 
those things. I remember Mom saying that whenever you were asked 
about your back and having TB of the spine, you would respond by 
thanking God that because of that illness you heard the good news about 
Christ and became God’s child.
I remember some of the talks we used to have together when I would 
walk to the big zigaba tree with you when it was time for you to go home. 
You had wonderful dreams about the future, of getting an education and 
doing something for your country. Every time we had to come home 
to Canada, we would pledge our friendship to each other. I will never 
forget the last time that I saw you in the summer of 1975. We were liv-
ing at the Press and I walked to the gate with you and said good-bye, 
I think in both Ethiopian fashion and with a big hug. Little did I know 
that I would have to wait until heaven to see you again. 
But you wrote me so many letters. I’m glad I saved most of them. �ey 
are full of praises to God despite di�culties that you faced, encourage-
ments to me to love the Lord with all my heart. I have letters from you 
from... and all of them radiate with that same sincere love for the Lord 
and His people. You guys, you and Alemu and Tesfaye and the others 
really stuck together and urged one another on to love the Lord and live 
for him. Your dedication and sincere love just radiated from your lives. 
What a privilege it is to have known you and been your friend!

John would never be the same.
Pastor Kedamo’s expectations for the ministry of his new col-

league was crushed. Ato Tekle Wolde Giorgis, who had followed so 
many prisoners’ sagas, sat in mourning along with his son-in-law, 
Mulugeta. Negussie’s mourners ranged from family to friends, from 
Wolisso to Asmara, from Kenya to America, from pastors to pris-
oners, from students to teachers, from old to young. Crowds came 
to the funeral at the Meserete Heywet church, during which Ato 
Kedamo spoke and Ato Shiferaw led in prayer. With the Apostle Paul 
they a�rmed that believers need not “grieve like the rest of men, who 
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have no hope” (1 �essalonians 4:13). �e word of God gives glimps-
es of the magni�cent life into which we enter when we step into His 
presence. �e Savior explained his own death in terms of a principle 
which would work out in His people’s lives: “Very truly I tell you, 
unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only 
a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds.” (John 12:24). 
�e believing community could count on God’s faithfulness. New 
seeds would spring forth from Negussie’s planting. 

�is death stirred deep thought. In some ways death by disease 
is harder to fathom than heroic martyrdom. In some ways, sudden 
martyrdom was not more costly than the grueling daily price peo-
ple like Negussie chose to pay. People tried to deal with Negussie’s 
untimely death, trying to absorb its meaning. 

Derege Abebe, who published a Christian magazine underground 
during the Derg, interviewed many and put together a powerful 
summary of Negussie’s life testimony. Now above ground, the Word 
of Life magazine was read by thousands. Negussie’s sister Almaz 
shared memories from their childhood, saying that as she pondered 
his life, “He seemed to be a man created for su�ering... and yet, he 
was always smiling.” She perceived that her brother was a man of 
God, quite early in his life. “�e secret things of God were revealed 
to him. He was a thankful person, a loving person, a humble per-
son. Until the end, he was a man of praise.” 

Fantaye was still struggling to trust God in this loss. She tried to 
relate to Derege a few signi�cant segments of their life story for the 
article he was writing. �is was being a terri�c test of her own faith. 
She could hardly speak of Negussie without tearing up. Little things 
would undo her. Someone asked for his guitar. It was to her a sym-
bol of his su�ering, and she could not give it up. She was honest 
about her deep grief, with which many could identify. She shared 
a passage from Isaiah 57 which someone had given her and which 
especially helped her: “�e righteous perish, and no one ponders it 
in his heart; devout men are taken away, and no one understands 
that the righteous are taken away to be spared from evil. �ose who 
walk uprightly enter into peace; they �nd rest as they lie in death.” 
�rough Derege’s publishing a testimony of Negussie’s life, many 
who did not even know him were edi�ed.
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Like many who loved him, Mulugeta kept mulling over the trage-
dy. He �nally settled it in his mind. “God has his own plan. Negussie 
had contributed his life for the gospel of Jesus Christ in a commu-
nist state. He’d been naked, beaten, tortured. He’d shouldered that 
great responsibility with the Lord’s assistance. We used to think, If 
Negussie is able to shoulder this, though weak, what about those of 
us who are stronger? Even after his graduation, what more did the 
Lord want? He had completed his task. �e Lord gave him rest.” 

In America, Alemu Beeftu was torn asunder. Childhood memo-
ries came back—Negussie rarely without a smile... his gracious spir-
it, his joy, even when subjected to so much pain. He remembered 
their discussion only a year before, in Nairobi. Had he advised them 
wrongly... to return home? �e thought tortured him. What was 
God doing? “Except for the question which led me to the Lord, the 
question of Negussie’s death was the hardest question of my life,” he 
said years later. He kept asking the Lord, What’s behind this? One 
day, as he was driving along a road, the answer came. He had been 
reading the book of Acts, chapter 12, wherein the Apostle James 
(son of Zebedee) was killed by King Herod Agrippa I. On the other 
hand, the Apostle Peter was sent to prison, and soon escaped. One 
was killed, the other let out. �at’s my right, the Lord seemed to be 
saying to Alemu, It was not that James or Peter was better. �at’s 
my choice, my purpose.

As Alemu pondered the meaning of Negussie’s life and death, a 
profound understanding came to him, one which was to change his 
life. “All this caused me to face a realistic assessment of what minis-
try is about.” Alemu had been a fruitful man strongly dedicated to 
spiritual productivity. In that moment, he felt God was revealing to 
him a truth: “Ministry is not an activity, it is total obedience to my 
revealed will for your life as long as you live, not what you produce. 
Negussie �nished his service. He was not to teach and preach, he 
was just to obey, without title, without pay. He accomplished his 
ministry.” 

Responsible for the care of their two sons, Fantaye looked to her 
heavenly Bridegroom. By the time the youngest, Nebie, was three, 
the boy received a new name. “Because of what I’ve been through,” 
she said, “I’ve changed his name to “Mikias.” Mikias means “�ere 
is no one like God.” 
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When the crippled “king” from Wolisso arrived in Glory, it would 
seem that on the altar of his life lay a shining summation—unclut-
tered, it seemed, with much wood, hay, or stubble. Like his Savior, 
the Lamb of God, Negussie had chosen the path of the cross to glo-
ry. God be praised. 

Many Ethiopian believers chose the path of the cross in their own 
ways. It would seem that they, and we, are the richer for what they 
brought forth from the circumstances of their short appearance on 
the stage of history. Why it all happened is beyond our ability to 
know. But world wide, believers press on, reminded that “today” is 
all we have, and life is short, even if it is long. People in a fallen world 
do not just “live happily ever after” following each phase of history. 
But the table for the Wedding Feast is being set. Everyone is invit-
ed, and needs to know so. Anyone may choose to live happily ever 
after, in Glory. God be praised!

�ey overcame him by the blood of the Lamb 
and by the word of their testimony

(Revelation 12:11a)
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Glossary

(Amharic to English, except where noted)

adhari   one who pulls back (from the Revolution)
alem   world
aliya   return (Hebrew)
amanyoch   believers
amlak   God
amlakachin hoy   Oh our God
andinet   General Assembly (of the Kale Heywet Church)
ato   Mr.
awraja   subregion
baka   enough 
bet   house
Beta Israel   House of Israel
birr   Ethiopian monetary unit
cadre   young person assigned by the Party to promote Marxism-Leninism 
dass   temporary roofing structure for big meetings
daanna   title of honor (Wolaitta; from Amharic danya, “judge, leader”)
dem   blood
den-dah-nah   he will arise (in Wolaittan language)
Derg   “Committee of Equals” (Provisional Military Administrative 

Council)
desita or des   joy   (des yelal  “it says joy!”—an idiom expressing happiness) 
egziabihir yemesgen   God be praised!
ensete   false banana plant
Ethiopia tikdem   “Ethiopia first” (Revolution’s slogan)
falasha   “landless” or “foreigner” (term for the Black Jews)
falashmura   Falashas converted to Christianity
ferenji   non-Ethiopian, foreigner
fidel   alphabet
fokere   “to boast” (to shout communist slogans)



372  Overcomers

Ge’ez   holy language of worship in the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo 
Church

Haile Selassie   “power of the Trinity”; last Emperor of Ethiopia
hazen   sadness
hig   law
injera and wat   flat bread dipped in spiced gravy (national food) 
kalicha   witch doctor
Kale Heywet (KHC)   “Word of Life” Church (SIM background)
Kay Shibbir   Red Terror
kebele   smallest urban administrative unit
Kebra Negest   “Glory / Nobility of the Kings” (historical novel)
kes   priest or pastor
lekso   literally “weeping,” the communal bereavement process
mahiber   fellowship, association, council
Mekane Yesus (EECMY)   “Place where Jesus dwells” Church (Lutheran) 
Meserete Kristos (MKC)   “Christ the Foundation” Church (Mennonite)
Meserete Heywet   “Foundation of Life” (a KHC church in Addis Ababa)
meskel   cross; celebration of the finding of the True Cross
mikvah   ritual bath (Hebrew)
misganah   praise
Mulu Wongel   “Full Gospel” Church
negus   King   (Negussie   my king)
Nigusa Negest   King of Kings
Pentes   short for “Pentecostals” (in Ethiopia: not Orthodox or Catholic)
ras   second highest rank in the feudal-military hierarchy (“head, governor”)
Saitan   Satan 
sefir   area, neighborhood
sefi hizb   wide masses (“broad masses”) 
sudd   the vast swamp in southern Sudan
tabot   consecrated replica of the Ark of the Covenant
teff   a cereal indigenous to Ethiopia, the flour used in making injera 
tella   locally brewed beer
timket   Orthodox holiday commemorating Christ’s baptism
tipat-dam   ritual drawing of a drop of blood (in Israel)
wass   security (a deposit to make certain the fulfillment of an obligation)
woizero   Mrs.
Yehadig   coalition of fronts who drove out the Derg in 1991
zemecha   “campaign” (Development Through Cooperation Campaign) 
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List of Informants and Recorded Testimonies
(Ethiopian informants are listed under their forenames)

Key: 
 ARI = Audio Recorded Interview 

CRI = Computer Recorded Interview 
WT = Written Testimonial (first person quotation) 
HN = Handwritten Notes of author (notes still available) 
MO = Memory Only (notes not found)

Aberash Takele [Sahle’s wife] (see pp. 53f, 73, 101, 149f, 272, 288–290, 
322, 340). Interviews in Addis Ababa, e.g. 1995/8/30 and 1996/4f. 
CRI. 

Adams, Bruce A. (see pp. 155, 185, 213f, 340f ). Addis Ababa, 1996/4/18 
and 20. CRI.

Alemu Beeftu [modern spelling: Biftu] (see pp. 12–15, 51, 142f, 172, 292, 
361, 364, 366, 368). Colorado Springs, USA, between 1997–99. MO.

Asfaw Demisse (see 128, 245, 303, 309–312). Addis Ababa, 1994/10/4. 
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