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“We have a story to tell you,” missionary
Argaw Ayele announced to the crowd of
villagers. Sensing an opportunity to share
Christ, Argaw and a small group were
eager to connect with southern Ethiopia’s
Hamar people. Intrigued by the foreigners,
about 100 inhabitants of Raganaw village
adorned in feathers and cloth pieces gathered around the morning campfire. The
people drank coffee from hollowed gourds
as they listened to the Gospel for the first
time. Knowing that the Hamar communicate through narratives, the travelers used
Chronological Bible Storytelling to explain
the spiritual conflict that began after mankind rebelled against God. The believers
then relayed that God provided a way back
to Himself by sending His Son. The village
elders said they needed time to decide if the
village would like to hear more Bible stories,
and they invited the missionaries to return
for their decision. “Storytelling among a
completely unreached group is usually slow,”
a team member explained. As God’s story
gradually unfolds, “the people typically see
a need for salvation from sin. Receiving an
initial invitation into the village is huge, and
the fact that they might want to continue
hearing about the God who makes a way to
Himself through His Son is amazing.”

The missionaries had become determined
to reach the Hamar people with the Gospel
after hearing about children being affected
by the tribe’s killing practices. Babies
born as twins and individuals with broken teeth are considered “ritually polluted,”
or mingi. Argaw heard that one-third of
all Hamar children are labeled mingi and
are killed. However, some are rescued by
the government and relocated to orphanages. So Argaw and his wife Rachel started
Ebenezer Grace Children’s Home (EGCH)
in Argaw’s homeland area of south-central
Ethiopia. They desire to raise rescued children to know Jesus and encourage them
to return to their villages as missionaries.
The couple sensed God’s call to begin the
orphanage after graduating from CC Bible
College Europe in Vajta, Hungary.

How then shall they call on Him
in whom they have not believed?
And how shall they believe in Him
of whom they have not heard?
And how shall they hear without
a preacher? And how shall they
preach unless they are sent?
Romans 10:14-15a

Argaw, center, presents the Gospel to Hamar people in Raganaw village. The tribe
is considered unreached because its village-dwellers have never heard of Jesus.
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An Ethiopian man and his wife return to his homeland in
East Africa to care for orphans and rescued children

Argaw Ayele, far right, and Emnett Gashaw,
of the village at age 5 due to an accident in

center, distribute gifts to Emnett’s father and family members. Because of a fear that disabilities bring disaster, Emnett was cast out
which he broke his front teeth. He has since been reinstated to the tribe and is the head administrator for Ethiopia’s Hamar District.
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At age 5, Hamar youngster Emnett Gashaw
tripped and broke his front teeth on his way
home from tending his family’s cow. If the
tribe knew, they would consider him a curse.
Out of fear that his accident would bring a
drought and cause the people’s cattle to die,
the village chief would toss Emnett into a
ditch and he would be stoned to death.
Trying to find an alternative that the village might accept, Emnett’s father grabbed a
knife and cut out the rest of the child’s teeth.
Emnett’s family quickly realized it would not
suffice, though, and sent him away. The boy
found refuge at a boarding school for children from nomadic groups and learned the
main Ethiopian language, Amharic. Years
later, Emnett’s adult teeth grew in and he

returned home to plead for acceptance back
into his village. The elders consented only
if he would perform an entry ceremony.
Emnett said that an unblemished, virgin
lamb was sacrificed and the blood spread
around. “Before the lamb died, I had to pass
between her legs as if being born. They do
this as a way of cleansing very bad people,
like murderers,” Emnett shared. Though not
a Christian, Emnett appreciates the Ayele
family’s compassion toward children. He
translates and mediates between the missionaries and the village leaders, who only
speak the Hamar language.
In 2010, EGCH was about to open its doors
to rescue children from experiences like
Emnett’s. Argaw had heard about 10 unmarried Hamar women, pregnant at the same
time. Argaw believes they were probably

ritualistically impregnated at a yearly tribal
ceremony. Knowing it would bring shame
to give birth out of wedlock and would
likely result in the death of their babies,
the women agreed to give their newborns
to EGCH. The Ayeles were excited—these
would be their first children since getting
government permission to open the orphanage. Rachel quickly prepared their new facility. Argaw bought beds to fill the rooms.
The time was approaching for the young
women to give birth, so Argaw journeyed to
their village. He was too late. Argaw’s heart
broke upon learning the women had already
given birth—and nine of the babies had
been put to death. The other had been given
to another orphanage.
Soon after, the children’s home began to fill
with youngsters. One day Gullo, a Hamar

grandmother, adorned herself with a shell
necklace and a feather in her hair. She took
her granddaughter, Goyti, and hopped onto
a rickety public minibus for the 14-hour
trip to EGCH. Goyti had been born out of
wedlock, and Gullo believed that the only
way for the infant to escape the tribe’s harmful traditions would be to grow up at the
orphanage—where her brother Agenyu was
already living. During Argaw’s recent visit
to Raganaw village, he updated Gullo, telling
her how happy Goyti has been at the children’s home. Gullo expressed delight and
told Argaw that she would like to come visit
her grandchildren soon.
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Opening Doors
for Rescued Children

The Way of the Hamar

Before becoming a man, a Hamar boy must
perform his ritual Bull Jump. First, there are
preliminary events. His unmarried female

Gullo, left, is pleased to learn from Argaw, right, that her grandchildren are thriving at the
children’s home established by Argaw and his wife. Gullo hopes to visit soon.

relatives gather sticks and hand them to his
unmarried male friends. The women taunt
the men, who use the sticks to whip them,
causing serious wounds. The ladies hide the
pain—they are not to display signs of weakness and will proudly wear their permanent
scars. Custom dictates that the more the
women are beaten, the greater love they have
shown for the man performing the ceremony.
Next, the men paint each other’s faces with
bright colors. Sounds of bells bouncing on
garments chime as the people dance. Ladies
blow horns. Others relax, enjoying the show.
Finally, the boy takes his place alongside a
row of cattle. He must jump from back to
back all the way across four times without
falling. If he does not successfully complete
the ritual, not only will he be ostracized from
the community, but any future wife and children he has will become labeled also.

Ebenezer Grace
Children’s Home

EGCH received its first child in 2010. Today,
in the city of Hawassa, the orphanage is
home to 28 children, 7 of whom are Hamar.
The facility employs a cook, cleaner, nurse,
four nannies, and two guards. Rachel commented, “To enter the compound brings
about such peace. In an instant I am being
bombarded by beautiful smiling faces with
big bright eyes.” Upon arrival, Rachel often
hears, “Mommy, Mommy, Mommy,” called
out to her as children race to give her hugs.

A young man performs a Bull Jump
to prove he is ready for manhood and
marriage. The event happens every
year during harvest, usually in May.

Trying to distinguish whom he is talking to, Hamar man Garsho touches Argaw’s head.
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The near-blind resident of Raganaw village is more than 80 years old.

Initially, Hamar village elders accused the
orphanage of taking babies to harvest and
sell their organs to Europe. Therefore they
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discouraged a woman from taking her baby
daughter, whom she named “Christian,” to
EGCH. Believing there was no hope for her
baby, the woman concluded, Whether she
stays here or not, my child is going to die, so
I’m taking her to Ebenezer. Christian’s mother
has since visited and knows her daughter is
safe at the children’s home. Rachel laughed,
“She loves attention. She’s a drama queen,
pretty much like any 5-year-old.”

You are of God, little children, and
have overcome them, because He
who is in you is greater than he
1 John 4:4
who is in the world.
Another child, Lantu, had not learned how
to walk, was 80 percent blind, and weighed
a mere 17 pounds when she arrived at
EGCH. The 5-year-old had been born with
pulmonary hypertension. The doctor said
that for Lantu, it is an inoperable heart condition because her lung pressure is abnormally high. After one month at EGCH, she
could walk. Now 8, Lantu speaks English,
Amharic, and Sidama and is learning to read
Braille. Recently, the Ayeles moved Lantu
into their home with them and their five
biological children. Lantu’s favorite song is
“Open the Eyes of My Heart.”

A mother watches a Bull Jump ceremony with her child in the spring of 2013.

Emnett’s sister-in-law wears a hard necklace with a metal handle sticking out. The traditional jewelry signifies that she is the
first of her husband’s three wives. The Hamar tribe embraces a mix of ancient animistic and Muslim beliefs and practices.
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Unmarried female relatives of the man performing his Bull Jump demonstrate
support for him by allowing his friends to whip them with flexible tree limbs.

Connecting with
the Community

Residents of EGCH gather weekly for a worship service during which Argaw teaches
the Bible and the group sings praise songs.
Some families from the community also
attend. “EGCH isn’t only an orphanage;
it’s a means for the community to prevail,”
Argaw stated. “We support families with no
income. Families are often run by widowed
grandmothers whose children are dead.”
The sponsorship program reaches people
throughout Hawassa, such as Tirunesh
Dassa’s family. She had no way to provide
food or education for her four grandchildren
after her daughter-in-law died of AIDS. The
Ayeles invited Tirunesh into their program
three years ago. “We counsel the participants,
pray with them, and help them support their
family,” Argaw explained. Tirunesh set aside
what little money she could and purchased
a cow, which now enables her to sustain
her family. Once a woman becomes selfsufficient, she graduates from the program.
Tirunesh was one of seven women who
recently graduated.
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Two nannies play with babies outside Ebenezer Grace Children’s Home. Yakob, in the orange-striped shirt, was recently adopted by

a missionary family living in Ethiopia.

The children’s home is in Hawassa, which is a few hours’ drive south of Addis Ababa,
Ethiopia’s capital city. Raganaw is one of many Hamar villages in southern Ethiopia.

A Love Story

At age 15, Rachel dreamed of living in
Ethiopia. She imagined herself as a missionary surrounded by sick and abandoned
children. She couldn’t explain her love for
a nation she knew so little about, though.
Then as time passed, Rachel discarded what
she thought was a childhood fantasy.

Amama Dorite, left, hugs Rachel Ayele. Amama and her
five grandchildren are sponsored by the children’s home.
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Marta and Fasika watch in the background while Argaw
helps Girum hang from Ebenezer’s homemade monkey bar.

Girls complete homework at Ebenezer.
The children attend school in the city.

Meanwhile in East Africa, Argaw feared for
his life. A war was raging in his Ethiopian
hometown of Yirgalem, just south of
Hawassa. In 2000, he fled to Europe. While
in a refugee camp, Argaw was impacted by
the message relayed by missionaries from CC
Budapest, Hungary, about salvation through
Christ. He gave his life to Jesus, followed the
believers back to their church, and delved
into Bible studies. After the church leadership watched Argaw flourish spiritually, they
offered to send him to CC Bible College
Europe in Vajta, Hungary. While there, he
began to feel that God was preparing to use
him to reach his people with God’s love.

While finishing his studies in 2005, Argaw
met Rachel, then a new Bible college student whose desire to serve in Ethiopia had
recently been rekindled. She was excited to
talk to someone who could tell her about
the country. “The first time we met each
other,” Argaw remembered, “I knew we
were going to get married.” Their wedding
was six months later.

Then Samuel took a stone and
set it up ... and called its name
Ebenezer, saying, “Thus far the
Lord has helped us.” 1 Samuel 7:12
Ebenezer Grace
Children’s Home

www.ebenezergracechildrens
home.wordpress.com
argawrachel@yahoo.com
(011) +251-91-170-8518
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