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The Lion of Judah and the Divine: Exploring
the Religious Life of Haile Selassie |

Emperor Haile Selassie |, the last emperor of Ethiopia, remains a figure shrouded in both
historical significance and religious mystique. For many, he was simply a powerful ruler who
navigated a turbulent 20th century. But for millions more, particularly within the Rastafarian
movement, he is revered as the returned Messiah, Jah, a divine incarnation. Understanding
Haile Selassie's relationship with religion, however, requires exploring a complex tapestry
woven from Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity, his personal beliefs, and the
interpretations that emerged in its wake. This exploration unveils not only the Emperor's own
faith but also the profound impact his life has had on religious thought globally.

I. Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity:
The Foundation

Haile Selassie | was a devout follower of Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity, a distinct
branch of Oriental Orthodoxy tracing its origins to the early centuries of the Christian faith.
Unlike many other Christian traditions, Ethiopian Orthodoxy maintains a strong connection to
ancient Jewish practices and traditions, incorporating elements that are less prominent in
Western Christianity. This includes a strong emphasis on the Old Testament, a reverence for the
Ark of the Covenant (believed to be housed in the Church of Our Lady Mary of Zion in Axum),
and a unique liturgical calendar and practices. The Emperor's faith was deeply ingrained in his
governance, shaping his policies and influencing his public life. He viewed himself as a divinely
appointed leader, responsible for the spiritual and temporal well-being of his people, a role
deeply rooted in the Ethiopian Orthodox understanding of kingship.
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Il. Haile Selassie's Personal Piety and Role as
Defender of the Faith

Beyond his adherence to the doctrines and practices of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo
Church, Haile Selassie's personal faith played a significant role in his life. He was known for his
devoutness, attending services regularly and actively participating in religious ceremonies. His
actions demonstrated a commitment to the faith extending beyond personal devotion. He
actively protected the church from external pressures, particularly during periods of colonial
interference and political upheaval. He invested in the Church’s infrastructure and supported its
educational and charitable initiatives. This dedication cemented his image as a protector and
champion of the faith, further solidifying his position as a respected figure within the religious
landscape of Ethiopia.

lll. The Rise of Rastafarianism and the "King
of Kings"

The Rastafarian movement, born in Jamaica during the 1930s, elevated Haile Selassie to a
messianic status. Inspired by prophecies within the Bible and fueled by social and political
unrest, Rastafarians saw in Selassie the fulfillment of these prophecies - the embodiment of Jah,
the God of the Old Testament. His royal title, "King of Kings, Lord of Lords," resonated deeply,
solidifying his image as a divine figure. While Haile Selassie himself never claimed to be God,
the Rastafarian interpretation transformed him into a central figure of their faith. This
interpretation sparked a global movement with profound social and cultural implications,
particularly amongst marginalized communities seeking spiritual and political liberation.
Rastafarianism, in turn, significantly impacted Haile Selassie's legacy, bestowing upon him a
global religious significance far beyond the confines of Ethiopia.

IV. Haile Selassie's Legacy and its Religious
Implications
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Haile Selassie's legacy extends beyond his political achievements. His devout adherence to
Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity, his role as a defender of the faith, and his unwitting
elevation to messianic status within Rastafarianism have created a multifaceted religious
legacy. His image continues to inspire religious devotion in Ethiopia and among Rastafarians
worldwide, demonstrating the powerful intersection of faith, politics, and cultural interpretation.
The continued reverence for him shows the enduring influence a leader’s religious beliefs can
have on both his immediate followers and a global religious movement. Even after his death, his
religious influence continues to shape the lives and beliefs of millions.

Reflective Summary

Haile Selassie I's religious life reveals a complex and fascinating interplay of traditional faith,
personal devotion, and global interpretation. His unwavering commitment to Ethiopian
Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity, his active role in its preservation, and his unintended elevation
to messianic status within Rastafarianism, all contribute to a legacy that extends beyond
political boundaries and influences religious thought across the world. His life serves as a
compelling case study illustrating the dynamic relationship between faith, power, and cultural
interpretation.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

1. Was Haile Selassie a prophet or a God in his own view? No. While revered as such by
Rastafarians, Haile Selassie himself never claimed to be divine. He was a devout follower of
Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity, seeing his role as a divinely appointed leader, but
not as a divine being himself.

2. How did Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity influence Haile Selassie's governance? His
faith profoundly shaped his governance. He viewed himself as responsible for the spiritual and
temporal well-being of his people, mirroring the Ethiopian Orthodox understanding of kingship
as a sacred duty.

3. What is the connection between Rastafarianism and Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo
Christianity? While Rastafarianism venerates Haile Selassie as a divine figure, its theology
draws heavily from biblical interpretations and the cultural context of Jamaica. It doesn't directly
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align with Ethiopian Orthodox tenets, but the Emperor's Ethiopian Orthodox faith forms the
basis for the Rastafarian veneration.

4. Did Haile Selassie support the Rastafarian movement? There's no direct evidence suggesting
he actively supported or endorsed the Rastafarian movement's interpretation of his role.
However, his visit to Jamaica in 1966 was met with great enthusiasm by Rastafarians,
confirming their beliefs for many.

5. How does Haile Selassie's religious legacy continue today? His legacy persists through the
continued devotion of Ethiopian Orthodox followers and the worldwide Rastafarian community.
His image and teachings continue to inspire and shape religious practices and beliefs in both
communities, ensuring his enduring religious influence.
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former Emperor of Ethiopia, holds a central role in Rastafari belief, where he is often regarded
as divine. This recognition stems from a combination of biblical interpretation, historical events,
and the socio-political context in which Rastafari emerged.

Haile Selassie Biography - Learn Religions 31 Jan 2019 - Haile Selassie was an Ethiopian
regent and emperor who faced decades of turmoil as a leader, including exile and
imprisonment. Eventually, he became known as a prophet and messiah of the Rastafari
religious movement, and today is seen as a divine being by Rastafarians. Spouse: Menen Asfaw.

Rastafarian Religion: Beliefs And Practices - WorldAtlas 20 Jun 2019 - Rastafarianism is one of

the Abrahamic religions practiced around the world. The religion places Emperor Haile Selassie
at the center of the religion, and is considered by some followers as Christ-reincarnate while
others see the Emperor as a prophet sent by God (who is referred to as “Jah”).

Haile Selassie - King, God or Redeemer? - Black History Month ... 2 Jul 2020 - Haile
Selassie may have gone, but to see him as a single deity misunderstands the meaning of
Rastafari: his spirit lies in all of us and can’t be extinguished. From birth, we are all ephemeral
bodies, but our souls live on.

Haile Selassie, the “Last Christian Emperor” - Aleteia 28 Aug 2020 - Ethiopia was among
the first nations to adopt Christianity as its official religion. The “Last Christian Emperor” is an
almost forgotten description of Haile Selassie, late Emperor of...

Emperor Haile Selassie, God of the Rastafarians 28 Jan 2022 - Emperor Haile Selassie
(1892-1975), who was crowned ‘King of Kings' in Addis Ababa in 1930, was believed in Ethiopia
to have been chosen by God. The Rastafarians in Jamaica even ‘recognised’ him as their
Messiah and God.

Religions - Rastafari: Haile Selassie and Africa - BBC 21 Oct 2009 - Rastafarian beliefs regarding
Haile Selassie | and the eventual repatriation of blacks to Africa. Haile Selassie never regarded
himself as God, nor did he adhere to Rastafari.

Why Do the Rastafari Believe That Haile Selassie Was a God? 1 Mar 2024 - Haile Selassie was
the divine figure and the living God. After his death, Rastafari had to grapple with the spiritual
and theological implications of his passing. This resulted in different responses from different
groups.

Religion: Rastafari - BBC 9 Oct 2009 - Rastafarians believe Haile Selassie is God, and that he will
return to Africa members of the black community who are living in exile as the result of
colonisation and the slave trade. Guide to...

Haile Selassie - Wikipedia Widely considered to be a defining figure in modern Ethiopian history,
he is accorded divine importance in Rastafari, an Abrahamic religion that emerged in the 1930s.
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Religious Life of Haile Selassie |

Emperor Haile Selassie |, the last emperor of Ethiopia, remains a figure shrouded in both historical
significance and religious mystique. For many, he was simply a powerful ruler who navigated a
turbulent 20th century. But for millions more, particularly within the Rastafarian movement, he is
revered as the returned Messiah, Jah, a divine incarnation. Understanding Haile Selassie's relationship
with religion, however, requires exploring a complex tapestry woven from Ethiopian Orthodox
Tewahedo Christianity, his personal beliefs, and the interpretations that emerged in its wake. This
exploration unveils not only the Emperor's own faith but also the profound impact his life has had on
religious thought globally.

I. Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity: The
Foundation

Haile Selassie | was a devout follower of Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity, a distinct branch
of Oriental Orthodoxy tracing its origins to the early centuries of the Christian faith. Unlike many other
Christian traditions, Ethiopian Orthodoxy maintains a strong connection to ancient Jewish practices
and traditions, incorporating elements that are less prominent in Western Christianity. This includes a
strong emphasis on the Old Testament, a reverence for the Ark of the Covenant (believed to be
housed in the Church of Our Lady Mary of Zion in Axum), and a unique liturgical calendar and
practices. The Emperor's faith was deeply ingrained in his governance, shaping his policies and
influencing his public life. He viewed himself as a divinely appointed leader, responsible for the
spiritual and temporal well-being of his people, a role deeply rooted in the Ethiopian Orthodox
understanding of kingship.

Il. Haile Selassie's Personal Piety and Role as
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Defender of the Faith

Beyond his adherence to the doctrines and practices of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church,
Haile Selassie's personal faith played a significant role in his life. He was known for his devoutness,
attending services regularly and actively participating in religious ceremonies. His actions
demonstrated a commitment to the faith extending beyond personal devotion. He actively protected
the church from external pressures, particularly during periods of colonial interference and political
upheaval. He invested in the Church’s infrastructure and supported its educational and charitable
initiatives. This dedication cemented his image as a protector and champion of the faith, further
solidifying his position as a respected figure within the religious landscape of Ethiopia.

lll. The Rise of Rastafarianism and the "King of
Kings"

The Rastafarian movement, born in Jamaica during the 1930s, elevated Haile Selassie to a messianic
status. Inspired by prophecies within the Bible and fueled by social and political unrest, Rastafarians
saw in Selassie the fulfillment of these prophecies - the embodiment of Jah, the God of the Old
Testament. His royal title, "King of Kings, Lord of Lords," resonated deeply, solidifying his image as a
divine figure. While Haile Selassie himself never claimed to be God, the Rastafarian interpretation
transformed him into a central figure of their faith. This interpretation sparked a global movement
with profound social and cultural implications, particularly amongst marginalized communities
seeking spiritual and political liberation. Rastafarianism, in turn, significantly impacted Haile Selassie's
legacy, bestowing upon him a global religious significance far beyond the confines of Ethiopia.

IV. Haile Selassie's Legacy and its Religious
Implications

Haile Selassie's legacy extends beyond his political achievements. His devout adherence to Ethiopian
Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity, his role as a defender of the faith, and his unwitting elevation to
messianic status within Rastafarianism have created a multifaceted religious legacy. His image
continues to inspire religious devotion in Ethiopia and among Rastafarians worldwide, demonstrating
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the powerful intersection of faith, politics, and cultural interpretation. The continued reverence for him
shows the enduring influence a leader’s religious beliefs can have on both his immediate followers
and a global religious movement. Even after his death, his religious influence continues to shape the
lives and beliefs of millions.

Reflective Summary

Haile Selassie I's religious life reveals a complex and fascinating interplay of traditional faith, personal
devotion, and global interpretation. His unwavering commitment to Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo
Christianity, his active role in its preservation, and his unintended elevation to messianic status within
Rastafarianism, all contribute to a legacy that extends beyond political boundaries and influences
religious thought across the world. His life serves as a compelling case study illustrating the dynamic
relationship between faith, power, and cultural interpretation.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

1. Was Haile Selassie a prophet or a God in his own view? No. While revered as such by Rastafarians,
Haile Selassie himself never claimed to be divine. He was a devout follower of Ethiopian Orthodox
Tewahedo Christianity, seeing his role as a divinely appointed leader, but not as a divine being
himself.

2. How did Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity influence Haile Selassie's governance? His faith
profoundly shaped his governance. He viewed himself as responsible for the spiritual and temporal
well-being of his people, mirroring the Ethiopian Orthodox understanding of kingship as a sacred duty.

3. What is the connection between Rastafarianism and Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity?
While Rastafarianism venerates Haile Selassie as a divine figure, its theology draws heavily from
biblical interpretations and the cultural context of Jamaica. It doesn't directly align with Ethiopian
Orthodox tenets, but the Emperor's Ethiopian Orthodox faith forms the basis for the Rastafarian
veneration.

4. Did Haile Selassie support the Rastafarian movement? There's no direct evidence suggesting he
actively supported or endorsed the Rastafarian movement's interpretation of his role. However, his
visit to Jamaica in 1966 was met with great enthusiasm by Rastafarians, confirming their beliefs for
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many.

5. How does Haile Selassie's religious legacy continue today? His legacy persists through the
continued devotion of Ethiopian Orthodox followers and the worldwide Rastafarian community. His
image and teachings continue to inspire and shape religious practices and beliefs in both
communities, ensuring his enduring religious influence.
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(1892-1975), who was crowned
‘King of Kings’ in Addis Ababa in
1930, was believed in Ethiopia
to have been chosen by God.
The Rastafarians in Jamaica
even ‘recognised’ him as their
Messiah and God.

Religions - Rastafari: Haile
Selassie and Africa - BBC 21 Oct

2009 - Rastafarian beliefs
regarding Haile Selassie | and
the eventual repatriation of
blacks to Africa. Haile Selassie

never regarded himself as God,
nor did he adhere to Rastafari.

Why Do the Rastafari Believe
That Haile Selassie Was a God?
1 Mar 2024 - Haile Selassie was
the divine figure and the living
God. After his death, Rastafari
had to grapple with the spiritual
and theological implications of
his passing. This resulted in
different responses from
different groups.
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of the black community who are
living in exile as the result of
colonisation and the slave
trade. Guide to...
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