ethiopian orthodox fasting and holidays calendar

The Ethiopian Orthodox fasting and holidays calendar is a rich tapestry of spiritual observance and cultural
tradition, deeply woven into the fabric of Ethiopian life. Understanding this intricate calendar is key for
anyone seeking to appreciate the depth of faith and the unique celebrations of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Tewahedo Church. This article will delve into the principles of Ethiopian Orthodox fasting, explore the
major fasting periods, detail the key holidays and their significance, and provide insights into how the
calendar operates, ensuring you have a comprehensive guide to this fascinating spiritual system. We will
examine the cyclical nature of their feasts and fasts, the biblical and historical roots of these practices, and
the communal aspect of their observances, making the Ethiopian Orthodox fasting and holidays calendar

accessible and understandable for all.
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Understanding the Ethiopian Orthodox Fasting and Holidays
Calendar: An Overview

The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church boasts a unique and ancient calendar system that governs its
fasting and holiday observances. This system is not merely a schedule of religious dates but a reflection of a
profound spiritual discipline and a historical narrative that stretches back centuries. The Ethiopian Orthodox
fasting and holidays calendar is meticulously structured, blending astronomical observations with
theological interpretations to create a vibrant rhythm of devotion throughout the year. Understanding this
calendar offers a window into the spiritual life of millions, highlighting periods of intense prayer and

abstinence, interspersed with joyous celebrations of biblical events and the lives of saints. It’s a calendar that



emphasizes both personal spiritual growth through fasting and communal spiritual uplift through feasting

and remembrance.

The Foundations of Ethiopian Orthodox Fasting

Fasting in the Ethiopian Orthodox tradition is a cornerstone of spiritual discipline, rooted in biblical
precedents and the teachings of the Church Fathers. It is viewed as a means of purifying the body and soul,
drawing closer to God, and offering a sacrifice of devotion. The practice is not about mere abstention from
food but a holistic commitment involving prayer, repentance, and almsgiving. The emphasis is on
strengthening spiritual resolve and cultivating humility. The Ethiopian Orthodox fasting and holidays
calendar reflects this by dedicating significant portions of the year to these practices. This period of self-
denial is seen as an opportunity to resist worldly temptations and to focus on inner spiritual development.

It’s a time for deep introspection and a strengthening of one’s relationship with the divine.

Biblical and Historical Roots of Fasting

The practice of fasting is deeply embedded in both the Old and New Testaments. In the Old Testament,
prophets like Moses and Elijah fasted for extended periods, and the Israelites observed fasts for mourning,
repentance, and seeking divine intervention. Jesus Himself fasted for forty days and forty nights in the
wilderness, setting a powerful example for His followers. The early Christian Church continued this
tradition, with fasting being a regular practice for spiritual growth and preparation for important events.
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church, as one of the oldest Christian denominations, has faithfully preserved
these ancient traditions, integrating them into its unique liturgical and spiritual life. The historical

continuity of these practices underscores their enduring importance within the faith.

Theological Significance of Abstinence

Beyond the physical act of abstaining from certain foods, Ethiopian Orthodox fasting carries profound
theological significance. It is understood as a spiritual warfare, a disciplined effort to mortify the flesh and its
desires, thereby allowing the spirit to flourish. By denying the body certain satisfactions, believers aim to
gain greater control over their passions and to cultivate virtues like patience, self-control, and humility.
This period of abstinence is also a time of intensified prayer and meditation, fostering a deeper communion
with God. It's an active participation in the redemptive work of Christ, who Himself experienced
temptation and fasting. The calendar meticulously outlines these periods to guide the faithful in this

spiritual journey.



Types of Fasting in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church

The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church observes various types of fasting, each with its own rules and
durations, catering to different levels of spiritual commitment and observance. These variations allow for a
gradual and accessible approach to fasting for all members of the Church. Understanding these different

types is crucial for appreciating the comprehensive nature of their spiritual discipline.

Strict Fasting (Gedel)

The strictest form of fasting in the Ethiopian Orthodox tradition is known as "Gedel." This involves
abstaining from all animal products, including meat, dairy, eggs, and fish, as well as oil. The diet during
Gedel typically consists of vegetables, grains, legumes, and fruits, prepared without oil. This is the most
rigorous form of fasting and is observed during the major fasting periods. The spiritual aim is to achieve the
highest level of bodily and spiritual purification. It requires significant dedication and spiritual preparation,

and is often undertaken by monks and those seeking a deeper spiritual connection.

Moderate Fasting

A more moderate form of fasting is also observed, which may allow for the consumption of oil and a less
restrictive diet compared to Gedel. While still abstaining from meat and dairy, this level of fasting might
permit the inclusion of certain plant-based oils. This is often observed during shorter fasting periods or by
those who may have health restrictions. The principle of self-denial and spiritual focus remains, but it is
adapted to be more accessible to a broader segment of the faithful. This allows for wider participation in the

spiritual benefits of fasting.

Fasting from Specific Foods

In some instances, individuals or communities might observe a fasting period by abstaining from specific
types of food rather than a complete elimination of animal products. This could involve abstaining from a
particular type of meat or a specific luxury food. While not as stringent as Gedel, it still represents an act of
spiritual discipline and sacrifice. This approach can be a stepping stone for those new to fasting or a personal

commitment for individuals seeking to exercise self-control in specific areas.

Major Fasting Periods in the Ethiopian Orthodox Calendar

The Ethiopian Orthodox fasting and holidays calendar is marked by several significant fasting periods that
punctuate the year. These periods are dedicated to intense prayer, repentance, and spiritual reflection,
preparing the faithful for the joyous celebrations that follow. Each fast has its own historical and theological

significance.



The Great Fast (Abiy Tsom)

The most important and longest fasting period is the Great Fast, known as "Abiy Tsom" in Ambharic. This
fast lasts for 55 days, beginning 40 days before Easter (Fasika) and continuing through Holy Week. It is a
time of strict observance, typically following the rules of Gedel, with complete abstinence from all animal
products, including fish and oil. This period mirrors Christ's 40-day fast in the wilderness and culminates in
the celebration of the Resurrection. It is considered the pinnacle of spiritual discipline for the year,

demanding significant commitment from the faithful.

The Fast of the Nativity (Tsom Lenati)

Another significant fasting period is the Fast of the Nativity, or "Tsom Lenati," which precedes the
celebration of Christmas (Genna). This fast lasts for 40 days, from November 15th to December 24th. While
often observed with strictness, the rules can be slightly less stringent than the Great Fast, sometimes
allowing for fish on certain days. It is a time for believers to prepare their hearts to welcome the birth of
Jesus Christ, reflecting on His humility and divine love. The anticipation of the Nativity fuels the devotion

during this period.

The Fast of the Apostles (Tsom Hawartowat)

The Fast of the Apostles, or "Tsom Hawartowat," is observed for two weeks following Pentecost,
commemorating the apostles and their teachings. The duration and strictness of this fast can vary. It is a
time to reflect on the teachings of the apostles and their missionary work, strengthening the faith and
commitment of the followers. This fast serves as a reminder of the foundational teachings of the Church and

the importance of spreading the Gospel.

The Fast of the Assumption of St. Mary (Tsom Seleste Mariam)

This fast, observed for 15 days leading up to the Feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary on
August 16th, is a time of devotion to the Mother of God. It is a period of strict fasting, similar to Gedel,
where believers abstain from all animal products. This fast is a way to honor Mary's piety, her role in
salvation history, and her intercessory power. The devotion to the Theotokos is a central aspect of Ethiopian

Orthodox spirituality, and this fast is a key expression of that reverence.

Other Minor Fasts

In addition to these major fasting periods, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church observes several other minor fasts
throughout the year, often commemorating specific saints or events. Wednesdays and Fridays are

traditionally observed as fasting days, except during certain joyous periods like Easter. These regular fasts



help maintain a consistent rhythm of spiritual discipline. The observance of these days is a testament to the

Church's commitment to continuous spiritual growth and remembrance.

The Ethiopian Orthodox Holidays: A Celebration of Faith and
History

The Ethiopian Orthodox fasting and holidays calendar is a vibrant spectrum of feasts that celebrate key
events in salvation history, honor saints, and commemorate significant moments in the Church's past. These
holidays are not just religious observances but are deeply intertwined with Ethiopian culture, marked by
unique traditions, liturgical services, and communal gatherings. The joyous occasions offer respite and

spiritual nourishment after periods of fasting, reinforcing the cyclical nature of devotion.

Liturgical Significance of Feasts

Each holiday in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church carries profound liturgical significance. The services are
rich with ancient chants, prayers, and scripture readings that illuminate the theological meaning of the
feast. The clergy often wear special vestments, and the Tabot (a replica of the Ark of the Covenant) is
carried in procession, symbolizing God's presence among His people. These elaborate ceremonies are
designed to transport the faithful into the very events being commemorated, fostering a deep sense of

connection to the divine narrative.

Cultural Integration of Holidays

Ethiopian holidays are also deeply embedded in the cultural fabric of the nation. Family gatherings,
traditional foods (often prepared after fasting periods), and special attire are common. Festivals often
coincide with national holidays, creating a unique blend of spiritual and cultural celebration. The vibrant
colors, music, and communal spirit associated with these holidays reflect the joy and gratitude of the
faithful. The Ethiopian Orthodox fasting and holidays calendar, therefore, is a reflection of a living,
breathing faith that is integral to Ethiopian identity.

Key Ethiopian Orthodox Holidays and Their Significance

The Ethiopian Orthodox calendar is replete with significant holidays that are celebrated with great fervor
and devotion. These feasts mark pivotal moments in Christian history and honor the key figures of the
faith.



Genna (Christmas)

Genna, celebrated on January 7th, marks the birth of Jesus Christ. It is a joyous feast that follows the 40-day
Fast of the Nativity. The celebrations often involve special church services, family gatherings, and
traditional Ethiopian games, including a sport also called "Gena," which resembles hockey. The significance

lies in commemorating the incarnation of God, the arrival of the Savior.

Timkat (Epiphany)

Timkat, celebrated on January 19th (or 20th in leap years), commemorates the baptism of Jesus Christ in
the Jordan River. It is one of the most vibrant and colorful festivals in Ethiopia. The celebration includes
processions with the Tabot, a ritual reenactment of the baptism, and the blessing of the waters. This feast
highlights the revelation of the Holy Trinity and the sanctification of water, symbolizing spiritual rebirth.
The Ethiopian Orthodox fasting and holidays calendar places Timkat as a major highlight.

Fasika (Easter)

Fasika, or Easter, is the most important feast in the Ethiopian Orthodox calendar, celebrating the
resurrection of Jesus Christ. It follows the 55-day Great Fast (Abiy Tsom) and is a period of immense joy
and spiritual triumph. The celebrations include a midnight service, the breaking of the fast, and feasting.

The resurrection signifies Christ's victory over sin and death, offering hope and salvation to believers.

Meskel (The Finding of the True Cross)

Meskel, celebrated on September 27th, commemorates the finding of the True Cross by Empress Helena. It
is a solemn yet joyous occasion marked by the lighting of a large bonfire (Demera), symbolizing the light of
the True Cross. The celebrations involve singing, dancing, and processions, often featuring the distinctive
trumpets and sistra of the Ethiopian Church. It is a testament to the veneration of the Cross as the

instrument of salvation.

Hidar Tselot (Fasting for St. Michael)

While primarily a fast, the period leading up to the Feast of St. Michael the Archangel on November 15th
is also significant. Many devout followers observe a strict fast for 15 days in honor of this powerful
archangel, who is highly revered in the Ethiopian Church. This highlights the importance of angelic

intercession and protection.



Feasts of the Virgin Mary

The Virgin Mary, the Theotokos, holds a special place in Ethiopian Orthodox devotion. Several feasts are
dedicated to her throughout the year, including the Feast of the Assumption (August 16th) and the Feast of
the Nativity of Mary (September 8th). These feasts are celebrated with prayer, fasting (as in the Fast of the

Assumption), and veneration, recognizing her unique role as the Mother of God.

The Ethiopian Orthodox Calendar: Structure and Calculation

The Ethiopian Orthodox calendar is distinct from the Gregorian calendar commonly used in the West,
following a unique system of reckoning time. Understanding its structure is essential for correctly

navigating the Ethiopian Orthodox fasting and holidays calendar.

The Julian Calendar Basis

The Ethiopian calendar is based on the ancient Julian calendar, but with its own modifications. It has 12
months of 30 days each, plus a thirteenth month of five days (or six in a leap year), known as Pagumen.
This results in a year of 365 days (or 366 in a leap year). The Ethiopian year begins on September 11th in

the Gregorian calendar (or September 12th in a leap year).

Leap Year Calculation

The Ethiopian leap year occurs every four years, aligning with the Julian calendar's leap year system.
However, the Ethiopian calendar is generally 7 to 8 years behind the Gregorian calendar. This difference is
due to variations in the starting point of the calculation of the Annunciation and the Nativity of Christ. The

Ethiopian Orthodox fasting and holidays calendar takes these variations into account.

Determining Feast Days

Many of the major feasts in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church are fixed dates within their own calendar, such
as Genna on Tahsas 29 (January 7th). However, Easter (Fasika) is a movable feast, calculated based on
astronomical principles similar to how Western Easter is determined, ensuring it falls on the first Sunday
after the first full moon after the vernal equinox. The calculation of these dates is a specialized skill within

the Church, often handled by learned clergy and theologians.



Navigating the Ethiopian Orthodox Calendar

For those wishing to observe or understand the Ethiopian Orthodox fasting and holidays calendar, practical

navigation is key. Resources and community are invaluable.

Utilizing Calendars and Apps

Numerous resources are available to help individuals track the Ethiopian Orthodox fasting and holidays
calendar. Printed calendars, often published annually by churches or religious organizations, provide a day-
by-day breakdown. Digital applications and websites dedicated to the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo
Church also offer up-to-date calendars, often with reminders for fasting days and feast days. These tools are

indispensable for accurate observance.

Community and Guidance

The best way to truly understand and navigate the Ethiopian Orthodox fasting and holidays calendar is
through the guidance of the Church community. Priests, deacons, and knowledgeable elders can offer
insights into the spiritual significance of the fasts and feasts, as well as practical advice on observance.
Participating in church services and community events provides a firsthand experience of the rhythm and

spirit of the calendar. Engaging with this living tradition is the most authentic way to learn.

Frequently Asked Questions

‘What are the primary types of fasting observed in the Ethiopian
Orthodox Tewahedo Church?

The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church observes several types of fasting, with the most significant
being the fasting of Lent (Abiy Tsom), which lasts for 55 days before Easter. Other important fasts include
the Fast of the Apostles, the Fast of the Nativity, and the Fast of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary. These
fasts typically involve abstaining from all animal products, including meat, dairy, and eggs, and often

restrict eating to one meal a day.

When is the Great Lent (Abiy Tsom) observed, and what is its spiritual
significance?

The Great Lent, or Abiy Tsom, begins on the Monday following the feast of Epiphany (Timkat) and
culminates on Easter Sunday. Its spiritual significance lies in commemorating Christ's 40 days of fasting in

the wilderness. It's a period of intense prayer, repentance, self-denial, and spiritual preparation for the



celebration of the resurrection of Christ.

‘What are some of the major feasts and holidays in the Ethiopian Orthodox
calendar?

Key holidays include Christmas (Genna) on January 7th, Epiphany (Timkat) on January 19th, Easter
(Fasika) which varies, and the Feast of the Ascension. Additionally, the Feast of the Assumption of the
Virgin Mary (Filseta) on August 15th and the Feast of the Transfiguration (Gibir Hilel) on August 6th are

significant. The calendar is rich with feasts commemorating biblical events and saints.

How does the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church determine the dates
for its holidays, particularly Easter?

The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church follows the Julian calendar for its fixed feasts, which is why
Christmas is on January 7th (corresponding to December 25th on the Julian calendar). Easter (Fasika) is
determined by a complex calculation based on lunar cycles and the Council of Nicaea, ensuring it falls after
the Jewish Passover and the vernal equinox, similar to other Orthodox churches but with specific

Ethiopian calendrical adjustments.

Are there specific dietary restrictions during fasting periods beyond
abstaining from animal products?

Yes, beyond abstaining from animal products, many devout adherents observe strict fasting by limiting
themselves to one meal a day, usually in the afternoon or evening. Some may also avoid certain vegetables
or spices depending on their personal level of observance and tradition. Water is generally permitted

throughout the day.

What is "Timkat' and why is it a particularly important and celebrated
holiday?

Timkat, celebrated on January 19th, is the Feast of the Epiphany. It commemorates the baptism of Jesus
Christ in the Jordan River by John the Baptist. It is a highly significant and vibrant festival, marked by

processions, the blessing of the water, and re-enactments of the baptism. Many faithful renew their

baptismal vows during this period.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church's fasting and holiday calendar,

each beginning with :



1. The Lenten Path: A Guide to Ethiopian Orthodox Fasting

This book delves into the spiritual and practical aspects of the Great Fast (Abiy Tsom) observed by the
Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church. It offers insights into the theological significance of fasting, the
types of foods permitted and forbidden, and devotional practices to enhance the spiritual journey during
this penitential period. Readers will find guidance on observing the fast with both body and spirit, drawing
closer to God through discipline and prayer.

2. Feasts of the Beloved: Celebrating Ethiopian Orthodox Holy Days

This title explores the rich tapestry of major feast days within the Ethiopian Orthodox calendar, such as
Christmas (Genna), Epiphany (Timkat), and the Feast of the Cross (Meskel). It provides historical context,
liturgical explanations, and the spiritual meaning behind each celebration. The book aims to deepen
understanding and appreciation for these sacred observances, encouraging active participation and

communal joy.

3. The Fasting Seasons of Ethiopia: A Comprehensive Calendar and Devotional

Offering a detailed overview of all the fasting periods throughout the Ethiopian Orthodox year, this book
serves as both an informational resource and a spiritual companion. It outlines the rules and traditions
associated with each fast, including the Apostles' Fast, the Fast of the Nativity, and various minor fasts. The
devotional sections provide prayers, reflections, and scriptural readings to guide believers during these

times of spiritual discipline.

4. Timkat: The Ethiopian Epiphany — A Liturgical and Cultural Celebration

This focused work illuminates the significance of Timkat, the Ethiopian Orthodox celebration of Epiphany.
It meticulously describes the unique rituals, processions, and theological underpinnings of this vibrant feast,
often considered the most important after Easter. The book explores the symbolic meaning of the baptism of
Jesus and its importance for the faithful, showcasing the cultural expressions intertwined with this sacred

event.

5. Meskel: The Finding of the True Cross — History and Observance

Dedicated to the Ethiopian Orthodox celebration of Meskel, this book traces the historical origins and
theological significance of the finding of the True Cross. It details the dramatic rituals involving bonfires,
processions, and the chanting of hymns that characterize this important feast. Readers will gain a deeper
understanding of the veneration of the True Cross and its central role in Ethiopian Orthodox faith and

tradition.

6. The Ark of the Covenant and the Ethiopian Orthodox Tradition

While not solely about fasting or holidays, this book explores a core element that underpins many
Ethiopian Orthodox practices and calendar events — the Ark of the Covenant. It delves into the belief that
the Ark is housed in Ethiopia and how this reverence influences the liturgical year and communal
devotion. The text connects the Ark's presence to specific feasts and fasting periods, providing a unique

perspective on the Ethiopian faith.

7. A Daily Guide to Prayer and Fasting in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church



This practical manual offers a day-by-day approach to engaging with the fasting periods and feasts of the
Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church. It includes recommended prayers, meditations, and scripture
passages tailored for each fasting season and major holy day. The book is designed to assist individuals in
maintaining a consistent spiritual discipline throughout the year, fostering a deeper connection with their
faith.

8. The Ethiopian Orthodox Liturgical Calendar: Understanding the Cycles of Prayer and Penance

This scholarly yet accessible title provides a comprehensive explanation of the structure and meaning
behind the Ethiopian Orthodox liturgical calendar. It outlines the various fasting periods, feast days, and the
cycles of readings and prayers that guide the church's worship. The book helps readers navigate the
complexities of the calendar, understanding its relationship to both the Julian and Gregorian systems and its

theological significance.

9. Abiy Tsom: The Great Lent — A Spiritual Journey Through the Ethiopian Orthodox Fast

This devotional work focuses on the profound spiritual journey undertaken during the Great Lent in the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church. It offers reflections on themes of repentance, purification, and spiritual
renewal, drawing from scripture and the teachings of the Church Fathers. The book provides practical
advice and encouragement for those seeking to experience the transformative power of this significant

fasting period.
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