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Restriction on Religious Freedom in Ethiopia

Challenges to Religious Freedom

FEDERAL & LOCAL GOVERNMENT
The Ethiopian Constitution officially protects the population against religious 
persecution and government interference in religious practices. Yet it restricts 
religious protest to protect citizens’ rights. Both Islamic and Protestant groups 
claim the government’s 2009 Anti-Terrorism Proclamation (ATP) is discriminatory 
and interferes with religious practice. State and municipal governments are 
often influenced by local religious ties that allow persecution or discrimination to 
continue. 

AXUM
A region in northern Ethiopia where the Ethiopian Orthodox Church is influential, 
can undermine support for the constitutional requirements of religious freedom. 
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church maintains a prominent standing in society and 
government, and uses its influence to discourage the development of any non-
Orthodox churches in the area.3 Both Orthodox Christians and Muslims in the 
area have expressed resentment towards Evangelicals’ “aggressive” conversion 
activities. In rural areas of the north, the destruction of houses and churches of 
Protestant Christians is often overlooked.5 Muslims experience similar restrictions 
and harassment from local authorities that favor the Orthodox Church. Recently, 
the local government has denied land applications to build a mosque.6

OROMIA
A region in central Ethiopia with areas of Islam, Christianity, and the minority 
traditional Waageffaannaas religion (Waqqafina). The Waqqafina faith is not 
officially recognized by the Ethiopian government. Some Oromia nationalists 
blame the government for targeting this faith. On Sep. 30, 2012, 52 Oromians 
and Waqqafinas were arrested under the pretense of participating in an Oromia 
resistance movement.7

 → Government:   
Federal Republic

 → President: Mulatu 
Teshome

 → Population: 99.7   
Million1 

 → Ethnic Groups: Oroma, 
Amhara, Somali 
 

 → Religions: Ethiopian  
Orthodox Church 43%, 
Sunni Muslim 34%, 
Protestant 18%, Other 
5%2

CIA World Factbook 2016

Country Overview: 
Ethiopia
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HARAR
Near the Somali border in Eastern 
Ethiopia – a Muslim majority city. 
Christians face arrest or persecution 
by the local government, and the 
destruction of their churches. Muslim 
leaders oppress local Christians 
through destruction of their churches. 
On Nov. 28, 2014, officials destroyed 
the Heaven’s Light Church. They 
threatened to arrest anyone who 
attempted to rebuild the church. 
This happened after a local person 
complained even though the church 
has been there for five years without 
other conflicts.8

Testimony of Freedom
MOB ATTACK LEADS    
TO CHURCH GROWTH
In 2008, three Oromo Christian 
churches were attacked by a mob 
of more than sixty Muslims, who 
beat these church members. Many 
attackers were caught – some are 
now in prison and others in hiding. 
Despite the attack, members of the 
Church are forgiving their attackers. 

[1] https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/ethiopia-population/
[2] http://www.ethiopia.gov.et/web/pages/ethoverview
[3,4] http ://www. internationalpolicydigest.org/2014/01/21/a-look-at-muslimchristian-relations-in-ethiopia/
[5] https://drive.google.com/a/samford.edu/file/d/0B0em5BKMotneL-VdmY3RkbTMzS0lT2pNSGFtQmdaUUFGcnFZ/view?ths=true
[6] http://www.state.gov/j/drl/irf/2006/71301.htm
[7] http://www. geocurrents.info/cultural-geography/religion/religiouschange-and-tension-in-ethiopia
[8] http://www.christianpost.com/news/ethiopias-islam-leson-for-thewest-131236/
[9] Atapted from interview with pastors in Ethiopia written by Elijah Brown, 21st Centry WIlberforce Initiative

Boki Abreha, a five year old boy, had 
his hand chopped off. His father said 
if he saw the people who attacked his 
child today he would respond by asking 
them “to rejoice and know my Lord, 
for the Lord is doing so many good 
things in our lives.” Others are seeking 
reconciliation. The brother of an 
attacker who killed a church member 
stood in front of the congregation and 
said, “My brother was the one who 
killed that man, and if you want to kill 
me then do so – but I want to follow 
your Lord.” Since then the church has 
doubled in size.9

Call to Action
STUDY
Study these passages and give thanks 
that God has called Africans to witness 
and continue to grow the Spirit.
• Isaiah 45:14
• Acts 8:27-39
• Romans 12:14

PRAY
• That religious freedom will be 

strengthened at the local level for 
all religious groups

• That members of the Orthodox 
Church would have a deepened and 

renewed understanding of how the 
church should live the Gospel and 
be open to different perspectives

• That Evangelicals facing persecu-
tion will stand firm and love their 
neighbors. 

LEARN
Dig deeper by reading the novel The 
Beautiful Thing that Heaven Bears by 
Dinaw Mengestu, and get a new per-
spective on what it would be like being 
an Ethiopian immigrant and adjusting 
to life in the US.

STAND
Stand in solidarity with these people of 
faith by becoming informed and sub-
scribing to Wilberforce’s e-newsletter 
at 21wilberforce.org, like us on Face-
book or follow us on Twitter @21Wil-
berforce.

As religious freedom advocates, 
we mobilize and equip partners, 
including Christians, activists and 
people of other faiths, to promote 
global protections and reforms 
through Advocacy, Capacity Build-
ing and Technology. 
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