1. Summary (overview) Typical components of a book proposal
In my role as a researcher of the "Beta Israel" community, I conducted extensive fieldwork over many years, both anthropological and documentary, which included meetings and interviews with spiritual leaders, the kessim and shmaglotch, as well as textual analysis. From my work, a multi-dimensional picture emerges regarding the meaning of the concept of "Oral Torah" in the world of "Beta Israel." As is known, "Oral Torah" is a term from the rabbinic tradition, referring to the body of interpretations and laws not written in the Torah but transmitted through tradition or innovated by sages. Almost all communities, including the Karaites, use oral interpretations of the written Torah. However, the communities differ in questions such as: What is this Oral Torah? What is the source of its authority? Who authored it? What does it include? What is the relationship between the Written Torah and the Oral Torah?
The Ethiopian Jews, in fact, are the only Jewish community without the Mishnah, Talmud, the works of the Geonim, the Rishonim, or the Shulchan Aruch. Ethiopian Jews are physically and spiritually distant from what we know as the people of Israel. The "Beta Israel" community was also completely unaffected by the fundamental historical events that shaped the development of the Jewish people after the destruction of the Second Temple. In other words, "Beta Israel" is a Jewish group that does not belong to the textual canon developed by the sages after the destruction of the Second Temple. These factors had far-reaching effects on the shaping of their identity and the characteristics of their lives as Jews in Ethiopia.
It is likely that this distinctiveness from other Jewish communities was what led, three decades ago, to the rabbinical hegemony of the State of Israel doubting their Jewishness and nullifying many of their religious customs. In this book, I explore, among other things, how to explain the disconnection of Ethiopian Jewry from rabbinic tradition. The prevalent approach in academic literature assumes that Ethiopian Judaism is a new form of Judaism, developed from Ethiopian Christian tradition. However, a deeper examination of the liturgy of both Ethiopian Christianity and Judaism reveals that the Ethiopian Jewish tradition is an ancient, autonomous tradition.
This raises the question: how should we explain the disconnect? When did it occur? Is it possible to identify an original form? Has the religious state remained unchanged for thousands of years? What is this tradition, really? Did nothing change in it since the time of Moses? What is the philosophical thought of Beta Israel? What drives Ethiopian Jewry to interpret in the way they do? Are there legal rulings within it? Is there a division between the Written and Oral Torah? What type of Oral Torah exists in this tradition? And if there is an oral tradition, how is the continuity of rulings maintained? Does the religious knowledge of the Ethiopian world have a system? If so, what is it? Which of the customs in the Ethiopian community are ancient, and which are innovations that emerged in Ethiopia?
For example, the concept of halakha (Jewish law) is a product of rabbinic Judaism's development—does it exist in the tradition of Ethiopian Jews? If not, what exists in its place? Is there another concept? Is there a consciousness of mitzvot (commandments) in their religious culture? If so, is there a division, as in rabbinic tradition, between commandments between man and his fellow man and those between man and God? Is there a division between rabbinic (de-rabbanan) commandments and biblical (de-oraita) ones? What, then, is the religious conceptual world used by the Ethiopian community? What is the philosophical foundation upon which the religious culture of Beta Israel stands? What is the role of their spiritual leaders, the kahenot—are they like rabbis, or do they fulfill another role? Are they legal arbiters, spiritual guides, or perhaps religious priests? What is their attitude towards Torah study? What is the meaning of prayer?
According to one perspective, which I adopt, the disconnect occurred after the Biblical era, when the Ethiopian Jewish community separated from the Jewish people. According to this view, the fact that there is no textual canon in Ethiopia similar to the rabbinic canon is explained by this separation. Ethiopian Judaism did not participate in the Tannaitic and Amoraic projects, and therefore was not part of the shaping of the classical Jewish library.
In this book, I discuss the question of disconnection in sharper terms: did it occur after the Biblical period or later? What remains is the Biblical text. Both Ethiopian Jews and the conversos (Marranos) in Europe held onto the Biblical text, as the Biblical literature was included alongside the literature of the New Testament. Despite this, Ethiopian Jews knew how to distinguish between the authoritative Jewish Bible and the New Testament; they managed to isolate the Jewish Biblical text and continue to draw nourishment from it. We can compare the situation of Ethiopian Jews after the major annihilation to people who have been shipwrecked and cling to its remnants in order to survive.
In the book, I argue that the fact that the Jewish holidays in Ethiopia reflect a deep connection to the Bible is not evidence that Ethiopian Judaism is a new Judaism, nor is it evidence that Ethiopian Judaism disconnected after the Biblical era. On the contrary, it is evidence that the Ethiopian Jewish community preserved its identity despite annihilation, despite the loss of the library, and held onto the Biblical text as best as it could. This also explains the deep similarity between ancient Jewish law and Ethiopian law.
Whether one assumes the disconnection occurred earlier or later, this disconnection had far-reaching effects on the shaping of the identity and life characteristics of Beta Israel in Ethiopia. Due to the multi-generational separation between Beta Israel and other Jewish diasporas, gaps emerged in traditions and customs. These gaps are not only textual or ceremonial, but the identity and self-perception of Ethiopian Jews were deeply affected, primarily in theological terms.
The inevitable conclusion, therefore, is that the encounter is between two theological conceptions. In this book, I argue that Beta Israel adheres to a model of the "Covenant of Egypt," while the rabbinical establishment adheres to the model of the "Covenant of Sinai." Understanding the Ethiopian Jewish model as a "Covenant of Egypt" and the rabbinic model as a "Covenant of Sinai" will contribute to understanding the rupture that accompanied the immigration of Ethiopian Jews to Israel. A discussion of this subject will allow for tracing the differences between the two models in terms of legal rulings, the transmission of tradition, and the Oral Torah. I believe that understanding Beta Israel's legal tradition, based on the "Covenant of Egypt" model, will clarify the differences between the religious culture of Beta Israel and the dominant Jewish religious culture in Israel. This research proposes a new methodological repertoire for the study of Ethiopian Jewry.
I believe that one can see that rabbinic language was unfamiliar to the sages of Beta Israel, just as the religious language of Beta Israel’s sages was unfamiliar to the rabbis. Thus, research of this kind allows, on the one hand, to trace the development of Judaism within the Ethiopian society, and on the other hand, to explore the formation of a binding body of rules and the entire creative world of the rabbis, based on Beta Israel's tradition
2. Table of contents: Chapter summary
The first chapter, titled The Question of Continuity of Jewish Existence in Ethiopia, addresses the issue of the continuity of Jewish existence in Ethiopia. The discussion of the transmission of the Oral Torah in the Ethiopian community cannot be fully explored without examining the question of the continuity of Jewish existence in Ethiopia, as embodied in Beta Israel. It is important to note that I am not a historian, and therefore, I do not feel obligated to contribute to the ongoing debate regarding the origins of the Jews of Ethiopia. This question remains a mystery, not only regarding Ethiopian Jews but also concerning most Jewish groups around the globe. In any case, what is written here is not definitive, but rather an opening for thought and imagination, paving the way for more comprehensive research in the future on the history of Ethiopian Jewry.

In the second chapter, A Clash of Opposing Consciousness in Faith and Jewish Tradition, I will deal with the clash between opposing consciousnesses in faith and Jewish tradition. In this chapter, drawing on the works of Soloveitchik and Hartman, I characterize the religious culture of Beta Israel as a Judaism that adheres to the paradigm of the Covenant of Egypt, while Rabbinic Judaism follows the paradigm of the Covenant of Sinai.
The third chapter, titled The Religious Literature of Ethiopian Jewry, will focus on the analysis and study of the literary world of Ethiopian Jewry. As noted, Beta Israel does not align itself with the Jewish textual canon that was developed by the sages after the destruction of the Second Temple. The texts of Beta Israel, along with the community's unfamiliarity with the rabbinic texts, placed Ethiopian Jews within a biblical paradigm – a prophetic community or the Covenant of Egypt.
In the fourth chapter, Two Midrashim and Two Schools of Halakhah, I will engage in an analysis of the death of Moses in the Bible as compared to his death in rabbinic literature. This will clarify the contrast between the rabbinic halakhah and the halakhah of Beta Israel in various aspects of life, particularly regarding death. In this chapter, I will highlight the gap between the rabbinic story and the story of Moses' death (as interpreted by Beta Israel) and link it to the differences in the legal thinking of Beta Israel and that of the sages.
The fifth chapter, The Place of the Covenant of Egypt Paradigm in the Stories of Beta Israel, will provide a deep analysis of the stories of Beta Israel. Like many of my peers from Ethiopian backgrounds, I grew up in a household filled with wise women and men, including scholars with extensive knowledge of both religious and historical texts. I remember their ability to convey messages through stories, proverbs, or parables that often included rich imagery. Through storytelling, they managed to create a shared emotional, conceptual, and moral foundation. Thus, storytelling and parables held a significant and special place in the culture of Ethiopian Jewry.
In the sixth chapter, Apocalypse: Between the Covenant of Egypt and the Covenant of Sinai, I will show that a study of the Mishnah, the Talmud, and other rabbinic literature reveals differences, particularly regarding the sages' ambivalent relationship with angels. I will also discuss the practical implications of this relationship for the religious structure of the two groups.
In the seventh chapter, Between the Covenant of Egypt Paradigm and the Covenant of Sinai Paradigm in Practice, I will examine the ways in which the two consciousnesses—the Covenant of Egypt and the Covenant of Sinai—were expressed in practice. According to the Covenant of Egypt consciousness, redemption is the result of absolute submission to divine command. In contrast, according to the Covenant of Sinai consciousness, redemption is achieved through non-submission to divine command. For example, in contrast to the Covenant of Sinai, in Beta Israel’s Covenant of Egypt paradigm, there is no ruling that allows saving a life on the Sabbath. Even in cases of certain life-threatening situations, the Sabbath is not to be violated. This also extends to their approach toward death.
In the eighth chapter, Oral Torah: Between Essentialism and Social Construction, I will make the first attempt to re-examine the sources of rabbinic halakhic authority compared to the sources of authority in the tradition of Beta Israel. Both traditions—the Ethiopian and the Talmudic—upheld the same text: the Torah. However, the priests (of Beta Israel) question the legitimacy of the authority granted to the rabbinic hegemony to serve as the authorized interpreters of foundational texts. After all, there was never a historical moment when these texts were handed over to them in the way that the Torah was given to Moses, nor were they consecrated by God in the manner of the prophets.
The ninth chapter, Characteristics of the Theological Response of the Covenant of Egypt, aims to point out certain characteristics of the religious culture of Beta Israel. That is to say, I will move from explanation to understanding, examining the community's tradition using tools rooted in the community itself. Through this, I seek to understand how Ethiopian Jews perceived the Jewish world.
In the tenth chapter, A Meeting of the Covenant of Egypt Judaism and the Covenant of Sinai Judaism: A Clash Between Two Traditions – Preservation versus Innovation, I will argue that the migration process of Beta Israel and their integration into Israeli society can be understood and interpreted through the encounter between two theological approaches, two consciousnesses within Jewish belief: Beta Israel, which is close to the model of the Covenant of Egypt consciousness, and the rabbinic establishment, which is closer to the Covenant of Sinai consciousness. This perspective sheds light on the encounter between Ethiopian immigrants and the culture derived from the ideological and halakhic framework of the rabbinic establishment in Israel and can offer an explanation for the cognitive and cultural gaps that have emerged in Israel between Ethiopian immigrants and the long-established Jewish populations. This interpretation goes beyond the already-studied stereotypical, structural, and cultural aspects
Furthermore, the challenge of understanding Ethiopian culture through the analysis of its religious worldview can add a new dimension to the study of religious and political conflicts concerning the absorption of Ethiopian immigrants in Israel and the phenomena that are now emerging among the second generation of Ethiopian-Israelis. Moreover, this study could serve as a tool and contribute a new dimension to the study of religious and political conflicts regarding immigrants from Islamic countries to Western nations.
3. Market comparison
The Beta Israel community has garnered significant public and academic attention, far surpassing that of other Jewish groups of similar size. Once a marginal minority in their country of origin, Ethiopian Jews have become a group of immense interest to the global Jewish community and to Israel. Over the past three decades, numerous scholars have sought to document the customs of the community and explore its history. Additionally, there are studies addressing the journey of Ethiopian Jews to Israel and its place within their collective memory and cultural identity. Research has also focused on the religious life and traditions of the Beta Israel, the study of their sacred songs, and a comprehensive ethnographic investigation of their lives in Ethiopia.
Up until now, there has been an attempt to understand the religious culture of Beta Israel within the framework of Orthodox Jewish law, grappling with questions of origin, conversion, discrepancies in custom, and even skin color. To the best of my knowledge, no research has yet examined the religious conflict between these two cultures from a philosophical perspective.
Why Is This Research Important and What Is Its Contribution to Contemporary Society?
Epilogue: Different Ideals in the Same Geographical Space
Over the past two decades, the world has undergone a dramatic shift, one seemingly unprecedented in history. The rise of modern communication technologies has connected people across vast distances, turning them into participants in shared interests and consumption. However, the term "village" typically refers to a small settlement, while "global" refers to something encompassing the entire world, creating a conflict between the local and the global. People move to places where they believe they can live more comfortably, often leaving behind where they began their journey.
It is well known that today, most Western countries are populated by 20% to 40% of people who were not born there. This suggests that modernity has shed an entire traditional world—a world where it was once an ideal to follow the customs of one’s ancestors. It seems that, following the modern revolution, people now see their environment as malleable, something they have the right to change. Each person acts according to what they believe is appropriate for them. The modern, free individual no longer fears the threats and excommunications of the past, as were common in the Jewish world, or the persecutions and censorship exercised by the Catholic Church.
Against this backdrop, the question arises about the cultural boundaries between local and universal cultures. The tension between the desire to preserve one's original culture and the drive to assimilate into a new one, between absorption and blending, between nationality and religion, occupies the minds of millions of people today. These questions particularly resonate with the second and third generations of Ethiopian Jews in Israel. Rabbis waver between an oath to uphold the legacy of their heritage and a yearning to join the majority, without particularistic features. The lack of a spiritual path that connects past, present, and future has left many Ethiopian Jews in a theological-religious crisis, leading to disorientation and helplessness.
I'll offer a personal example: when I arrived in Israel, airport authorities decided to change my name from Zewde to Sharon. I was overjoyed to receive a new and sacred name from Jerusalem, and I treated it with reverence. I told myself that I needed to be a person worthy of the name given to me in Jerusalem. Alongside the Hebrew name, my Ethiopian name, Zewde, also appeared on my identity card. Today, I am proud to bear both names, knowing that they are distinct from one another. The difference between them stems from differences in religious thinking, worldview, and lifestyle. I am deeply rooted in both worlds. These two names, despite their great differences, are incredibly important to me—they both shape and express my identity. For me, there is no hierarchical or judgmental order between them, but rather an anachronistic one.
Contribution to Society and Human Knowledge
This research is significant because it addresses, indirectly, the question of how two traditions or two cultures can meet. These questions are critical and have far-reaching implications for modern society. In my view, the appropriate framework for such encounters does not place the two sides in a hierarchical or judgmental structure. Instead, it allows for a re-analysis of the foundations shaping the discourse on religious experience. This re-analysis, in turn, invites self-reflection and a slow process of learning and rebuilding Jewish identity.
By presenting the religious culture of Ethiopian Jews in this work as a legitimate tradition within the development of the Oral Torah—without relying on the Mishnah or Talmud—it becomes possible to reassess how the discourse on the religious culture of Ethiopian Jews has been conducted so far and how it should proceed in the future. There are numerous other significant topics worthy of extensive research that were not covered in this study. Nevertheless, through this book, I aimed to elevate the study of Ethiopian Jewry to the forefront of academic discussion, and I hope I have succeeded in doing so. This is not the end, but the beginning of a new journey.

