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PEOPLE GROUP STRATEGY TEAM RESEARCH REPORT 

THE HAZARA IN AGHANISTAN 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this report is to present the strategy we have created for effectively 

entering, living among, reaching, and discipling the Hazara people group of central Afghanistan. 

In this report, we will provide the spiritual, cultural and practical preparations one shall take 

before entering the field. We will review some of the historical attempts, failures and successes in 

ministry efforts to reach the Hazara with the Gospel. We’ll present the main legal and cultural 

constraints that prevent the Gospel from easily spreading to and among the Hazara, the most 

appropriate platform for living in Afghanistan and working among the Hazara, as well as some of 

the associated logistical and cost-of-living issues. Based upon the results discovered from these 

topics, we’ll present our recommendation for the most appropriate communication strategy among 

the Hazara. Finally, the report will conclude with a detailed country profile guide following the 

template used by the IMB. Our hope is that this report may serve as an elementary tool to be used 

by current and potential missionaries and field-workers who desire for God, through Jesus Christ 

and by His Spirit, to be known and praised among the Hazara people group in Afghanistan. 
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A. Preparing for Entry 

 This section will provide our recommendations, based upon our research, of the spiritual, 

cultural and practical preparations one shall take before entering and working among the Hazara. 

These principles are generic enough to be applied across any cross-cultural ministry fields, yet 

specific enough to prepare one well for living in Afghanistan. Field preparation is incredibly 

important, for an adequate preparation will help minimize the risks involved with this type of 

work and maximizes the persons’ effectiveness and well-being both on and off the field. 

Spiritual Preparation 

Spiritual preparation for ministry in this volatile and hostile environment is not to be 

taken lightly. While physical and social persecution is possible, spiritual persecution is almost 

certain. A strong biblical foundation for your faith in light of the culture and beliefs of the 

Hazara will help you respond to the lies that you will inevitably think or be told. We also 

recommend that you be familiar with the reality of spiritual warfare and its characteristics. 

Recognition of spiritual warfare is vital to working through it, and events such as inexplicable 

sufferings, difficulties and spiritual dryness are common experiences of spiritual warfare.1 

Spiritual warfare will happen, and how you respond to the pressure it brings will affect your 

effectiveness in the field and your relationship with God and your team. That is why we also 

recommend that spiritual formation be a part of the relationship with your team. The feeling of 

spiritual isolation is common on the field, so have a pastor or mentor who checks on you on a 

regular basis and who can pour into you as you pour into others. This leads to my final 

 

1 James K. Beilby and Paul R. Eddy, eds. Understanding Spiritual Warfare: Four Views, (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Baker Academic, 2012), 47–72. 
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recommendation for spiritual preparation for working among Hazara in Afghanistan: Prayer. 

Prayer will be your greatest tool before you enter the field, while you’re on the field, and after 

you leave the field. Start now by praying for this people and their country. Pray for yourself, 

asking God to prepare your heart for this mission. Have a team praying for and with you. You 

will desperately need prayer, but take heart! A growth in dependency on God will only grow 

your faith and relationship with Him. 

Cultural Preparation 

While spiritual preparation for work among the Hazara is vitally important, cultural 

preparation is a close second, especially for first-world, Western workers who plan to spend 

extensive time in central Afghanistan. In Afghanistan, you will not have the freedom, options 

and opportunities you have now. Be aware of the real effects of culture shock, whose effects are 

most noticeable as you travel back-and-forth from the field.2 While there is little one can do to 

completely avoid culture shock, a thorough awareness of its symptoms can help you identify and 

mitigate its effect. Before you enter the field, begin learning the Hazaragi version of Persian and 

equip yourself with a better understanding of cultural research methods, as presented in 

Exploring the Land.3 For example, it will help to better understand the general Afghan–Islamic 

culture and the specific Hazara culture, as well as their preferred communication methods, 

values, principles, and cultural vulnerabilities. It is also helpful to hear the experiences of prior 

missionaries, such as those shared in Eastern Voices,4 as well as recommended cross-cultural 

 

2 Stephen W. Jones, Transitions Across Cultures: A Guide to Culture Shock for Travelers and Those Who 

Love Them, Watertown, MN: The Practical Interculturalist Publishing, 2020). 

3 Shane Bennett, Kim Fedler and Steve Hawthorne, Exploring the Land: Discovering Ways for Unreached 

People to Follow Christ, (Orlando, FL: BottomLine Media, 2009). 

4 Compiled by Asian Access, Eastern Voices: Volume one, (Cerritos, CA: Asian Access, 2017). 
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ministry practices and methods discussed by Duane Elmer5 and Sherwood Lingenfelter,6 and 

ministry in Muslim communities by Don Little and Gene Daniels.7 As suggested by Dr. Shaw, 

lead professor of anthropology at Fuller Theological Seminary, there are three main questions to 

be considering while preparing to work among the Hazara: What do the Hazara deem important? 

What does the Bible say about these things? And how can I effectively communicate to connect 

the two?8 Spending time researching and reflecting on these three questions will lead to a fuller 

understanding of cultural beliefs and practices among all peoples, including the Hazara.9 A 

conclusive cultural understanding will never be reached until one spends an extended amount of 

time living among the Hazara, but the cultural principles and resource material mentioned here 

will expedite the process and hopefully get you one step closer to being an effective worker 

among the Hazara. 

Practical Preparation 

Finally, I find it necessary to briefly provide some practical and logistical preparation 

advice due to the important nature of this topic and my own personal experience of living in and 

evacuating a hostile country. Most missionaries are deployed through sending agencies who 

should handle the logistics of travel and security. If you don’t have a sending agency or yours 

 

5 Duane Elmer, Cross-Cultural Servanthood: Serving the World in Christlike Humility, (Downers Grove, 

IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006). 

6 Sherwood G. Lingenfelter and Marvin K. Mayers, Ministering Cross-Culturally: A Model for Effective 

Personal Relationships, 3rd ed., (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing, 2016). 

7 Ed. Gene Daniels and Warrick Farah, Margins of Islam: Ministry in Diverse Muslim Contexts, (Littleton, 

CO: William Carey Publishing, 2018). 

8 Daniel Shaw, interview by Lane Kipp, Dallas, November 4, 2020. 

9 Paul G. Hiebert, Daniel Shaw and Tite Tienou, Understanding Folk Religion: A Christian Response to 

Popular Beliefs and Practices, (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1999). 
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does not handle this in detail, I recommend going through an agency or discussing this topic with 

them in more detail. Whether one is going long-term or short-term, due to the hostility of 

Afghanistan, it would be wise for person to have the following information prepared before 

departure, for it could save your life. Have an evacuation strategy planned and communicated to 

your team. Have the route to the airport memorized and the US Embassy contact information at 

hand in case you’re unable to reach the airport. Know the closest medical facility and banking 

center where you can receive funds. Equip yourself with the resources and tools you will need 

for essential survival before you go in case you can’t access them there, such as personal safety 

and medical equipment. And finally, it’s important to know that the top two reasons for 

missionaries prematurely leaving the mission field is intrateam conflict and financial issues. 

Therefore, establish good relationships with your teammates and ensure your financial situation 

and plan before entering the field. 

 

 

B. Historical Attempts to Reach the Hazara 

 

Overview 

As with any unreached people group, we want to answer the question “Why are they still 

unreached?” Has the people group been hostile to outsiders? Is there a cultural reason why the 

Gospel presentations have not been understood by the people group? Have they simply never 

met a Christian? Studying the history of evangelistic outreach to a particular people group is one 

way to help answer these questions. Unfortunately, when using this method to improve outreach 

to the Hazara, one must accept that much of their history is based on assumptions and 
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speculation and very little of it has been written down until recently.10 These stories indicate that 

the Hazara people are descended from the Mongolian invaders and Turks, but some insist that 

their heritage includes indigenous inhabitants of Bamyan, an area of Afghanistan known for its 

Buddhist pasts.11  

This is important for understanding the history of Christianity among these people as the 

Mongols followed both Nestorian Christianity and ethnic religions,12 while the Bamyan had 

converted to Buddhism before the Mongolian invasion.13 It was from these religious backgrounds 

that the Hazara converted to Shia Islam when, in 1295 A.D., Ghazan Kahn converted to Islam for 

diplomatic reasons and launched a violent persecution against anyone else in the region who 

would not follow his example in converting.14 From the centuries following this persecution until 

the present, the Hazara of Afghanistan have had shared a deep religious commitment to Shia 

Islam in the midst of the surrounding Sunni people groups. The subsequent persecution of the 

Hazara for their religion has only strengthened their resolve to maintain their Shia identity, 

which for some has become synonymous with being Hazara. The constant conflict within 

Afghanistan has brought the Hazara people into the spotlight and scattered them to places where 

 

10 Adam Zeidan ed. “Hazara,” Brtannica, accessed December 12, 2020, 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Hazara. 

11 Nicholas F. Gier, “The Genocide of the Hazaras,” (keynote address, Mongol American Association, 

November, 8, 2014) 5, http://www.maca-usa.org/MACADocuments/HazarasGierNick.pdf. Humayun Sarabi, 

“Politics and Modern History of Hazara: Sectarian Politics in Afghanistan” (master’s thesis, Naval Postgraduate 

School, 2005), 17, https://www.nps.edu/documents/105988371/107571254/Politics_and_Modern_History-

of_Hazaras-Humayun_Sarabi.pdf/dcb1063e-ab40-41b2-ae66-547b8c3b6cbc. Melissa S. Kerr Chiovenda, “Cultural 

Trauma, History Making, and the Politics of Ethnic identity among Afghan Hazaras,” (PhD diss., University of 

Connecticut, December 15, 2016) 270, 

https://opencommons.uconn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=7545&context=dissertations.  

12 Gier, 5.  

13 Chiovenda, 105.  

14 Gier, 4. Sarabi, 41. 
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they are able to hear the Gospel, but it has also kept many missionary workers from being able to 

visit and reside in the Hazara homeland. 

 

Modern Christian Missionary Efforts 

While the Hazara are found in historical records dating back to the 16th century,15 no 

records of modern Christian missionary efforts to reach the Hazara are available until at least the 

mid 20th century.16 The first Modern, American Christian missionaries to Afghanistan arrived 

after the English Government invaded the country in 1837, and they appear to have primarily 

focused on the general population near Peshawar, rather than journey into the mountains where 

the Hazara people live.17 It took many more decades for missionaries to venture into more remote 

areas and start the work of evangelizing the people groups that inhabit them. And while we can 

see that modern missionary efforts were built on workers of the past, little has been written about 

these initial efforts to reach remote people groups in Afghanistan, giving us little to inform us of 

what strategies have and have not been tried. What can be determined, however, is that the 

persecution of Christians by the Afghan government, attacks by local Islamic extremists, and 

barriers to accessing technology have created the most significant barriers to the Gospel for these 

people, and continue to do so today. 

 The issue with finding reliable information on the Hazara people can be illustrated by 

comparing basic facts about the evangelization of the group from different Christian 

 

15 Zeidan, “Hazara.”  

16 E.M. Wherry, “The First American Mission to Afghanistan,” The Muslim World (1918): 131, 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1478-1913.1918.tb01630.x, 131. 

17 Wherry, 131. 
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organizations. On one website, the Hazara where listed as 80–90% illiterate18 and a Lausanne 

World Pulse Archives article stated that women were not educated in the culture.19 However, an 

article from National Geographic Magazine in 2008 states that “education is a priority” for the 

Hazara, including the education of women.20 When looking into the availability of the Gospel 

message, Mission Frontiers states that the Hazara have Christian radio programs, but no Bible in 

their language and that there is no project to translate one,21 but the IMB website states that the 

Hazara have a Bible translation, Jesus Film, and Gospel Recordings, but no Christian radio 

broadcasts in their language.22 Missions Frontiers also states that the Hazara are “one of the least-

evangelized peoples of this size in the world,”23 but Operation World states that the Hazara “have 

demonstrated greater openness to the Gospel in recent years.”24 While at first it appears that basic 

facts about the Hazara are disputed, it is more likely that these disagreements indicate a high rate 

of change in the success of access to and evangelization of the Hazara people. It also indicates a 

reluctance to publish on the part of missionaries, at least until long after their mission work has 

ended, the reasons for which will be explored in the next section. 

 

18 “Hazara: A Hospitable People,” Afghans Abroad, accessed December, 12, 2020, 

https://afghansabroad.wordpress.com/hazara/ 

19 Laurie Fortunak Nichols, “Into Their World… The Hazara of Pakistan,” Lausanne World Pulse, Issue 01 

(2006) https://www.lausanneworldpulse.com/urban-php/158/01-2006. 

20 Phil Zabriskie, “The Outsiders,” National Geographic Magazine, February, 2008, 3, 

https://www.fcusd.org/cms/lib/CA01001934/Centricity/Domain/1341/National%20Geographic%20Magazine%20H

azaras%20Afghanistans%20Outsiders.pdf.  

21 David Garrison, “Global People Profiles: Hazara of Afghanistan and Deccanis of India,” Mission 

Fronteirs (November-December, 1986) missionfrontiers.org/issue/article/global-peoples-profiles. 

22 “Hazara of Afghanistan,” People Groups, accessed December, 12, 2020, 

https://www.peoplegroups.org/explore/groupdetails.aspx?peid=23957. 

23 Garrison, “Hazara of Afghanistan.” 

24 “Afghanistan,” Operation World, accessed December, 12, 2020, 

https://www.operationworld.org/country/afgh/owtext.html. 
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Conclusion 

 The conclusion of our survey on the historical attempts by Christians to reach the Hazara 

is that not enough has been done. While it is encouraging to see that the Jesus Film and the Bible 

have been translated into the Hazaragi language, the work have proved the most fruitful in areas 

outside of Afghanistan.25 This in particular is evidence that one of the largest barriers to the 

Gospel for the Hazara people in their homeland is geographical, as opposed to just cultural.  

 

 

C. Legal and Cultural Constraints 

 

Introduction 

According to a Christianity Today article from 2020, Afghanistan ranks second on the 

World Watch List from Open Doors of countries “Where it’s hardest to follow Jesus.”26 This is 

not hard to imagine for those who have heard accounts from missionaries and Christian converts 

in the country. Muslims that convert to Christianity can still be arrested and sentenced to death 

even though the Afghan criminal code doesn’t list apostasy as a crime. Those accused of 

distributing New Testaments or materials questioning Islam have also been known to face 

similar penalties.27 In addition to legal concerns, the Hazara people live in a remote part of the 

country, surrounded by hostile people, including some of their own, which has caused 

prospective missionaries to deliberate extensively as to whether the journey was truly worth the 

 

25 Sebnem Koser Akcapar, “Religious conversions in forced migration: Comparative cases of Afghans in 

India and Iranians in Turkey,” Journal of Eurasian Studies, no. 10 (2019): 64-65, 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1879366518814666.  

26Jayson Casper, “The Top 50 Countries Where It’s Hardest to Be a Christian,” Christianity Today, January 

15, 2020, https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2020/january/top-christian-persecution-open-doors-2020-world-

watch-list.html. North Korea ranks first.  

27 Ray Rivera, “Afghan Rights Fall Short for Christian Converts,” New York Times, February 5, 2011, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/06/world/asia/06mussa.html.  
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risk.28 Fortunately, the answer to that question has been ‘yes’ for many missionaries as they are 

being used by God to bring increasing numbers of persecuted Hazara to Christ. 

 

Safety Concerns 

 An article from The Southern Baptist Journal of Missions and Evangelism recounts the 

story of a missionary receiving his first opportunity to visit a Hazara village and illustrates the 

many physical barriers to reaching the Hazara in their homeland. It states: 

During the spring of 1990, God led a new Hazara acquaintance to invite me to his 

mountain village. The journey would mean traveling through Islamic militant regions in 

order to avoid the hostile communist-controlled cities. Adding to the danger was the fact 

that I would travel with Hazaras, who were hated and massacred by the majority Pashtun 

peoples, in enemy Pashtun territory for at least four days going and four days returning to 

Pakistan. After a final night of prayer concerning the opportunity, my wife and I agreed 

that I would go, knowing that the decision could result in my death. The trip lasted for 

over 3 weeks, including, among many other things, a narrow escape from a hostile 

Hazara warlord who saw me as a potential hostage-for-ransom opportunity.29 

 

In 2020, some of these dangers have passed. For example, as of 2011 no one has been 

executed by the Afghan government for religious crimes since the Taliban government fell in 

2001.30 However, the fact that no public Christian churches exist in the country, and that the 

small house churches that do meet change their locations and meeting times frequently to avoid 

suspicion, indicates that the threat of persecution by extremists is still a sobering reality.31  

While researching the status of Christianity in Afghanistan, it is particularly notable how 

little up-to-date information is available. Most articles are published many years after the events 

 

28 Mark Morris, “A Theology of Strategic Risk in the Advance of the Gospel,” Southern Baptist Journal of 

Missions and Evangelism, vol. 1, no. 2 (Fall, 2012): 53, https://sbts-wordpress-

uploads.s3.amazonaws.com/equip/uploads/2014/03/SBJME-1.2-Morris.pdf.  

29 Morris, 53. 

30 Rivera, “Afghan Rights.” 

31 US Department of State, 2019 Report on International Religious Freedom: Afghanistan,2, 17. 
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they discuss, and many prefer to list general statistics rather than give specific information which 

could possibly endanger fledgling gatherings of Christians. A statement on the Presbyterian 

Mission website illustrates this phenomenon when it states, “Today, there are no means to 

determine the number of Afghan Christians … A 2007 report by the U.S. Department of State 

reports suggests that the number of Afghan Christians range from 500 to 8,000.”32 This is likely 

due the danger of openly professing Christ and the difficulty of accessing various people groups 

within the country’s limited infrastructure. Any mission efforts will require creative access 

methods if the people wish to work within the country long term. The most effective strategy 

would likely be to enter the country with as little ties to religious organizations as possible, but 

simply as a business person or relief worker who loves Jesus. Those with legal or political 

backgrounds may best serve missions by advocating for greater religious freedom in the country, 

a political and cultural change that would greatly improve evangelism efforts.  

 

Cultural Concerns 

 Recent research has been done on the culture of the Hazara people as their persecution 

has increased the amount of interest from outside groups. It is, however, important to note that 

because most recent research has sampled displaced and often traumatized people, the view of 

the culture is affected by this lens. Notable barriers to evangelization of the people group include 

gender segregation,33 animosity between other local people groups,34 and religious-ethnic 

 

32 “Afghanistan,” Presbyterian Mission, accessed December, 12, 2020, 

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/global/afghanistan/ 

33 Shahid Punjani, “How Ethno-Religious Identity Influences the Living Conditions of Hazara and Pashtun 

Refugees,” (working paper, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2002), 

http://www.mit.edu/~cis/migration/pubs/rrwp/14_ethno-religious.html. 

34 Punjani, “Living Conditions of Hazara.”  
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identity.35 Gender segregation is still a common value practiced in Hazara villages, though it is 

less prevalent in more metropolitan areas. For the strongest adherents, this means that unrelated 

men and women should not talk to each other. Even in traditional family groups, women and 

men would traditionally celebrate and dance with only their own gender, to the extent that men 

and women have different dancing styles.36 Missionaries seeking to work with this group should 

understand that they will be limited in evangelizing and befriending only members of their same 

sex. 

 Ethnic animosity exists mainly between the Hazara and particularly the Pashtuns, though 

any Sunni Muslim is likely to be regarded with suspicion. This animosity is not often played out 

today in terms of revenge or unforgiveness, but a deep-seated sense of distrust to anyone who 

looks Pashtun or speaks Pashto. While healing and the pastoral nurturing of forgiveness will be 

important considerations in discipleship, evangelism should take into consideration the negative 

impact of using local, but “other,” peoples as interpreters, as distrust of the interpreter could lead 

to shallow conversations with the target people group.37 In this instance, western or far eastern 

missionaries would likely have an advantage over local non-Hazara missionaries.   

The Religious-Ethnic identity of the Hazara people, meaning that they connect their 

ethnic identity to their religion, is an important barrier for missionaries to consider. The 

connection is so strong that Hazaras who convert to Sunnism are spoken of as “having ‘become 

Tajik.’38 While it is possible that a Hazara person will listen politely to a presentation of the 

 

35 Marine Corps Intelligence Activity, Central Asian Cultural Intelligence for Military Operations: Hazara 

in Afghanistan, (2002): 14, https://info.publicintelligence.net/MCIA-AfghanCultures/Hazara.pdf.  

36 Amna Ellahi, “Hazara Culture,” Pakpedia, November 25, 2017, https://www.pakpedia.pk/hazara-culture/. 

37 Punjani, “Living Conditions of Hazara.”  

38 Marine Corps Intelligence Activity, 14. 
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Gospel, because their identity is so connected to Shia Islam, it may take a longer period of time 

before the person is willing to leave their religion, or depart from syncretism, and feel ready to 

fully embrace Christ alone. Missionaries should be prepared to be patient and enduring in their 

evangelism. 

Conclusion 

 From the brief survey above one can conclude that the most significant barriers to the 

evangelism of the Hazara people in Afghanistan, is the difficulty involved in evangelism within 

the country itself. Over the years, missionaries have focused their efforts on the diaspora, or 

conducted their ministry from just outside of the country’s borders, and in the future these 

methods are likely the simplest means of reaching the Hazara with the Gospel. For those within 

Afghanistan, the best strategies must involve complete secrecy, and number of Christians may be 

engaging the Hazara using this strategy currently, though we may not know of their efforts for 

years to come. Prayers and advocacy for Christian workers in the country will also continue to be 

an important area of support in order to increase the presence of the Gospel in Afghanistan. 

 

D. Appropriate Platform for Presence in Afghanistan 

Afghanistan is a strictly Muslim country, so the presence of foreign Christians is not 

welcomed.  However, as a poverty-stricken, war-torn country, there are great needs within the 

country that allow for open doors for outsiders to provide assistance. Nongovernmental 

Organizations (NGOs) are the main method of entry for foreigners wishing to enter Afghanistan 

for an extended period of time. Some of the major needs in Afghanistan revolve around 

healthcare, education, poverty reduction, and gender equality, so these are issues that are 

addressed through the aide of NGOs.  

NGOs are defined as, “Independent, nonprofit organizations engaged in humanitarian, 
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development, human rights, or advocacy work.”39 This is a very broad definition, and by using 

this definition, it is reported that there were at least 891 NGOs operating in Afghanistan between 

the years 2000-2014 (including both local and international organizations).40  When Afghanistan 

was under Soviet control, NGOs were prohibited from working inside of its borders, but as of 

1990, NGOs are now legally allowed to exist and operate within Afghanistan.41 This opened the 

door for the development of life-saving programs and infrastructure, although it has been met 

with resistance off-and-on through the past couple decades from Islamic terrorist groups (such as 

the Taliban), as NGOs are often Christian based, and this is viewed as a propagation of 

Christianity. However, despite the difficulties faced by NGOs over the years, it is still one of the 

only ways for Christians to live and work inside Afghanistan.  

Childbirth is a major area in need of healthcare reform and assistance in Afghanistan 

and could potentially be a great platform for outsiders wanting to enter this people group. The 

maternal mortality rate in Afghanistan is 638 deaths per 100,000 live births, which is the 11th 

highest maternal mortality rate in the world. The infant mortality rate is 104.3 per 1,000 live 

births, which is the highest infant mortality rate in the world.42  That means there is more than a 1 

in 10 chance of an infant dying before his or her first birthday. These numbers are staggering. 

Tragically, most (if not all) of these deaths are due to lack of education and resources.  This 

provides an incredible opportunity for outsiders to step in with the education and resources 

needed to provide safer environments for women to give birth.  This is a desperately felt need, so 

 

39 D.F. Mitchell, “NGO Presence and Activity in Afghanistan, 2000-2014: A Provincial-Level Dataset,” 

Stability: International Journal of Security and Development, 6(1) p.5, 2017. DOI: http://doi.org/10.5334/sta.497. 

40 Mitchell, “NGO Presence and Activity in Afghanistan,” 5.  

41 Mitchell, “NGO Presence and Activity in Afghanistan,” 5.  

42 Central Intelligence Agency, “The World Factbook: Afghanistan,” Central Intelligence Agency, February 

1, 2018. Accessed November 23, 2020, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html. 

http://doi.org/10.5334/sta.497
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even Christians who are seeking to help lower these numbers and help mothers and babies live 

will likely be welcomed into these communities.  There are some NGO projects already 

underway that are aimed at reducing these numbers. There is at least one birthing education 

program under the International Assistance Mission that gives foreigners the opportunity to enter 

into remote villages with classes and hope for safer deliveries and more living children.  These 

programs have seen great success. In 2019, the International Assistance Mission reported 2,336 

people who benefited from life-saving birthing and nutrition education.43 

While birthing education specifically is needed in these remote parts of Afghanistan, 

health care in general is a large need. Access to health care is extremely limited for those who 

are in poverty, which is most of Afghanistan. Access to healthcare is extremely problematic in 

Hazara villages in the mountains that are often several hours away from any type of doctor or 

hospital. This has the potential to be an open door in these areas for outsiders to come in with 

education and resources, with which they can equip and train locals to meet these needs for their 

communities. There is so much that can be accomplished simply through education. This would 

provide a legitimate platform for entry into these Hazara villages.  

As noted above, education is also a major area of need in Afghanistan, especially for 

girls. The literacy rate for all of Afghanistan is 43% (55.5% for males and 29.8% for females).44  

Literacy programs are a great opportunity for NGOs to enter into communities that may be 

otherwise closed to outsiders. The Hazara people highly value education, so education and 

literacy reform (especially for girls) would likely be welcomed in these villages, which may not 

 

43 “International Assistance Mission,” accessed November 22, 2020, https://iam-afghanistan.org/c/what-we-

do/development/. 

44 Central Intelligence Agency, “The World Factbook: Afghanistan,” Central Intelligence Agency, February 

1, 2018. Accessed November 2, 2020. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html.  
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be the case in other areas of Afghanistan where girls are not permitted to be educated.  

Poverty reduction is another large area where there is room for NGO work. 

According to the World Bank, in 2012, one in three Afghans did not have the means to cover 

their basic needs, and four out of five of the poor in the country live in rural areas.45 This means 

that the majority of the poor are in rural villages, such as those of the Hazara. NGOs can provide 

aid by meeting basic needs short term, while working with the community to find long term 

solutions. Programs that aim at agricultural reform and help individuals start small businesses 

can be helpful in these areas of extreme poverty.  

Gender equality is another great area of need and one that many NGOs address, 

however, it is notably more difficult and receives much opposition.  This may build a bridge 

between a foreigner and the women of a community but may not be the best sustainable platform 

for those seeking to build long term relationships within a community. Islamic extremist groups, 

such as the Taliban, monitor NGO activity and will typically take action if the work of the NGO 

begins to steer in a political direction that might threaten the power of the Taliban or other 

groups of the sort. It is generally safer to commit to projects that are objectively good for saving 

lives, as even the Taliban must recognize that these are legitimate needs in their communities.  

Reaching the Hazara people will require creativity, as traditional models of missions will be 

inadequate and unsafe. Traditional missionaries are illegal and impractical. Business as Missions 

may prove to be very challenging, as the economic infrastructure of Afghanistan does not readily 

support foreign business. To reach these people groups inside the borders of Afghanistan, it will 

take seeking out the felt needs of the people and providing the resources and education to meet 

these needs. There is still danger involved in any of these platforms, but relief work, such as 

 

45 World Bank, “Poverty Reduction in Afghanistan: Despite Economic Growth, Widening Inequality,” 

accessed November 23, 2020,  https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/publication/poverty-reduction-in-

afghanistan-despite-economic-growth-widening-inequality. 
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through childbirth and health education, education/literacy reform, poverty reduction, or gender 

equality are good places to start to gain entry and have a legitimate reason to work and live 

within these communities in Afghanistan.  With a bent towards progress and equality, there is 

hope that the Hazara people will be specifically open to this foreign aid, which will open doors 

for relationships to be built within the communities, which may lead to open doors for the 

gospel. 

 

E. Logistical and Cost-of-Living Issues 

A combination of inhospitable geography and warfare makes Afghanistan one of the 

most challenging places for missionaries to access and to live in. Some of the Hazara in 

Afghanistan live in major cities, but the majority live in the mountains isolated from the broader 

population46. To reach the Hazara, we must overcome these logistical barriers by creating 

strategic and sustainable missional approaches. Currently, most missionaries and foreigners who 

live in Afghanistan are in or near the capital (Kabul), because a large number of NGO’s and jobs 

are based in the capital. The NGO’s range from healthcare, emergency, relief, infrastructure, 

education and many others. The goal is to help with the development and growth of Afghanistan. 

Some of these organizations are faith based and others are related to international relief efforts 

from other countries. The reason why Kabul is a central location for many of the organizations is 

because it is considered to be one of the safer locations for foreigners to live in Afghanistan.47 

 

46 Joshua Project, “Hazara in Afghanistan.” Joshua Project. Accessed November 5, 2020. 

https://joshuaproject.net/people_groups/12076/AF. 

47 Central Intelligence Agency, “The World Factbook: Afghanistan,” Central Intelligence Agency, February 

1, 2018. Accessed November 2, 2020. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html. 
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Most of the known work among the Hazara is mainly medical and humanitarian. There are 

currently no known missionaries among the Hazara people.48 

For those who desire to be on the field to reach the Hazara, places such as Kabul or other 

major cities (Mazar-i Sharif) can serve as a base location for missionaries who work among the 

Hazara, although distances from the major cities to Hazara villages can prove challenging, 

especially in the winter times. The cost of living in Afghanistan is significantly lower than other 

parts of the world; however, in Kabul it would be more expensive when compared to the rest of 

the country. For example, in Kabul the estimated monthly cost for a family of four is around 

$1,281.49 Another city one can consider that puts us closer to Hazara people is Bamiyan. This 

city is a major tourist attraction in Afghanistan and is also considered to be safer. Since it is a 

smaller city, the cost of living would be less when compared to Kabul. Even though major cities 

are technically safer there are still challenges. The Taliban often attack the cities and control 

many of the roads, which would hinder the traveling to and from Hazara villages. 

A strategy some have considered to reach the more difficult unreached people groups is 

the nonresidential missionary50 (NRM).  The idea behind a NRM is that "if a missionary cannot 

obtain a residence permit, he or she can still research the needs of a people, devise a strategy for 

reaching that people, implement a strategy of ministry, evangelism, and church planting among 

that people without ever personally residing among the targeted population."51 Some agencies are 

 

48 Joshua Project, “Hazara in Afghanistan.” 

49 Numbeo, “Afghanistan,” Numbeo Accessed November 12, 2020  https://www.numbeo.com/cost-of-

living/in/Kabul?displayCurrency=USD 

50 Dr. George Patterson & Edward Ar, Rachel Aw, “Non-Residential Missionaries and National 

Equipping,” Global Missiology Accessed November 112, 2020, http://www.globalmissiology.org/english/ 

docs_html/featured/ non_resident_missionary.htm  

51  David Garrison, “A New Model for Missions”,International Journal of Frontier Missions, V: 9 

(Pasadena, CA: International Student Leaders Coalition for Frontier Missions, 1992), 68. 
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using this type of model to reach the most unreached people groups. There are some positive 

outcomes from non-residence missionaries such as reliance on local believers to build the 

church, lower cost and more focused efforts from the missionaries. Since many Hazara people 

have migrated to cities, if we use this strategy the focus would be to equip and train those 

believers in the cities to do the work. It would be easier for the local Hazara to reach their own 

and possibly also travel to their families in the villages with the gospel message. The Non-

residential missionary strategy is a step away from the traditional missionary strategy, but many 

have seen fruits of growing churches and new believers when applying this strategy in more hard 

to reach places and unreached people groups.  

A few challenges arise when using a NRM approach. First, there is no known church or 

group of believers among the Hazara in Afghanistan. By using the NRM strategy, we must rely 

on other believers, most likely from other people groups, to reach them. Second, because of the 

transitory nature of this strategy, relationships are not as strong. The NRM missionary will not 

truly understand the culture, context and the challenges local believers face day to day. One of 

the major losses with the NRM approach is the incarnational ministry aspect of building 

relationships. We must consider that most cultures in the Middle East (such as the Hazara) are 

very relational, and these relationships take time to develop and build trust. The most effective 

way trust can be built is being there with them.  Being there with the Hazara in the good and bad, 

and living out our faith should build bridges for communication of faith and also encourage our 

brothers and sisters in Christ to live a life that honors God. Samuel Wells, in his book 

Incarnational Mission, mentions that we are often so focused in finding solutions that we miss 
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the aspect of being with people,52 in the hard and in the good. There is something special when 

we are able to walk alongside others. By utilizing the non-residential missionary approach, many 

aspects of being-with people are lost. 

Despite all the challenges there are vast opportunities, whether living in a major city 

such as Kabul or having a more supportive role as a non-residential missionary. These strategies 

are avenues we can use to reach the Hazara people. By meeting tangible needs, we can build 

bridges that will ultimately lead them to the Gospel of salvation in Christ alone.  

 

F. Most Appropriate Communication Strategy 

In this section we are going to focus on communication strategies that should help us 

reach the Hazara people with the gospel message. There are several cultural, theological and 

social barriers one must overcome in order to effectively communicate the gospel among a 

people group where Christianity is something foreign. Our hope for an effective strategy is to 

communicate a message that is clear and relevant to the local people and one that they will 

understand. We desire for the Hazara people to experience God’s love and redemption as they 

come to faith in Jesus Christ. We have a few advantages that can help our ministry and 

communication with the Hazara people. The first advantage is that we know that in Afghanistan 

the literacy rate is around 43% (55.5% for males, 29.8% for females)53, but among the Hazara 

people these numbers might be higher. This is because the “Hazara communities have not been 

as stark and literacy and education has been a point of pride. Hazara women are given much 

more liberty to act, and as such are now achieving greater advances than their compatriots in 

 

52 Samuel Wells, Incarnational Mission: Being with the World, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William b 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2018), 19. 

53 Central Intelligence Agency, “The World Factbook: Afghanistan.” 
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other parts of the country.”54 A second advantage among the Hazara is that they are one of the 

few people groups that seem more open to change. This could be a result of their high view on 

education. Their openness makes it easier to build relationships and share with them. It is 

important to note that communication entails more than just sharing the gospel message but also 

behaving and living in a way that honors God’s word and sets an example of what it means to be 

a follower of Christ. 

Focus on Relationships 

Having good relationships among the Hazara people will enable effective communication 

with them. In Hazara villages there is a strong sense of community and closeness among 

neighbors.55 Our relationships will serve as the foundation for effectively showing the love of 

Christ. Therefore, before we communicate the gospel to the Hazara, we must first strive to build 

relationships and build trust among them. A few ways we can build close relationships is by 

learning to live in ways that are culturally appropriate (while still being faithful to what Scripture 

teaches). Missionaries who are fruitful in their work are able to adapt and show love in ways the 

locals can understand. Hospitality is also a key way of building relationships. Most people in 

Afghanistan are very hospitable and we should be the same way. Missionaries should also be 

proficient in the language.56 Learning Hazaragi is crucial for our communication efforts and 

relationship building process.  

 

54 Faray, 2020, Interview by Kaitlyn Barfield, Dallas. 

55 Joshua Project, “Hazara in Afghanistan” 

56 Dr. John Bitar, Class Presentation WM330, Mission and Evangelism – Ministry in Muslim Context, 

(Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas TX, 2020). 
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Bridges of Understanding 

 In this section we will list approaches missionaries can take to build better relationships 

and trust that can help facilitate gospel sharing. Not all communication is verbal and some of 

these approaches deal with a more verbal form of communication while others address behavior 

and living among the Hazara. The aim in this section is to build bridges of understanding. The 

bridges can then serve as a conduit to help the Hazara understand the message of salvation in 

Christ. First, we should consider concepts of shame and honor. Since the Hazara culture is a 

shame and honor culture, we should share biblical honor and shame concepts. For example, we 

should highlight how Jesus restores honor to us and that we can be in a right relationship with 

God through Christ. Second, missionaries should take a learner’s approach when first dealing 

with the Hazara. Missionaries should learn from the Hazara by asking non-confrontational 

questions. These questions can range from personal life to questions about their faith. For 

example: How did you become a Muslim? What is it about your religion that you find attractive? 

The essence behind asking questions is to get to know one another better. In this process of 

asking questions, we are trying to also listen and gain a better understanding of the Hazara and 

ways we can share Christ with them. A third approach is the use of storytelling. Although Hazara 

people are more literate when compared to other people groups in Afghanistan, they do enjoy 

stories. “The Hazara truly enjoy poetry, often memorizing it and using it to teach children, as 

well as storytelling and music that is distinct to their culture. They are expert rug weavers, 

embroiderers and calligraphers (even through most are illiterate). Wrestling and a baseball-like 

game are favorite physical pastimes.”57 Many Muslims are familiar with the stories of the Bible 

and we can use these as building blocks to share Christ with them. The fourth approach is 

 

57 Joshua Project, “Hazara in Afghanistan” 
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prayer. We can always offer to pray for Muslim friends. Dr. Bitar states that, “Muslims have a 

great deal of respect for prayer and for people of prayer. Pray for blessing on their family, work 

and home. Invite God’s Spirit to come and touch them. Pray right then, out and loud.”58 The fifth 

approach is using analogies that can help them understand God, sin and redemption in Christ. 

For example, they often use the term “Mosufar Astim,” which is a common phrase used by 

Afghans that means “we are travelers” and has the connotation of being a people that are passing 

through this world and never truly at home. This is how the New Testament describes us as 

believers in Jesus. We are all sojourners far from our eternal home with God, longing to be with 

him. Afghans understand this longing for sense of home and belonging and they can find their 

home in Christ.59 The final strategy is using the Quran as a bridge. Although the Quran denies 

many Biblical teachings, it talks about Jesus and we can use it discerningly to help Muslims 

understand the truth of the gospel. For example, the Quran affirms scripture (29:46). The Quran 

also affirms many teachings about Jesus such as His virgin birth (19:16-21; 3:37-47) and many 

of the miracles recorded in the New Testament. We can use these as bridges for our 

communication. 

Technology as a Strategy for Communication 

Since most homes in Afghanistan have access to television, phones and radio, it 

would be wise to use these forms of technology already available in our strategy to communicate 

the gospel. Portions of the Bible have been translated into Hazaragi (i.e. the book of Proverbs 

and Luke). Although impersonal they will still hear the good news and God is able to use that as 

 

58 Bitar, Mission and Evangelism – Ministry in Muslim Context. 

59Alessan Monsutti, “War and Migration : Social Networks and Economic Strategies of the Hazaras of 

Afghanistan,” Middle East Studies: History, Politics & Law. I. (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), xiv. 
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tools to reach the Hazara. We also have films such as the Jesus film and The Prophet’s Story 

available in Hazaragi. As mentioned previously, effective communication includes both words 

and deeds. Our foundation for effective communication is established on both building 

relationships and living in a way that brings glory to God. If both of these are present, whichever 

strategy we use should bear fruit. 

 

G. People Group Profile Guide 

The Hazara people have resided in the central mountains in Afghanistan for centuries. 

This central region where the Hazara are concentrated is often referred to as the Hazarajat.60 At 

one time, the Hazara were the majority people of Afghanistan, until 1893 when over half of the 

people group was massacred.61 After the massacre, Many of the remaining Hazara fled to 

surrounding countries for refuge, such as Pakistan and Iran. Over the past few decades, many 

Hazara have returned to their homeland in the mountains, but many remain in refugee camps in 

surrounding regions. The ethnic persecution of Hazara continues to this day.  

There are approximately 3,891,000 Hazara residing in Afghanistan at this time. The 

primary language of the Hazara is Hazaragi, which is a dialect of Persian. As noted above, the 

overall literacy rate for Afghanistan is very low, however it is possible that the literacy rate for 

the Hazara is significantly higher, as the Hazara have a large focus on education for their 

children, even for girls.62  The Hazara are 99.97% Shiite Islam, which is a large contributing 

 

60 Grant Farr, “The Hazara of Central Afghanistan.” Disappearing Peoples? S. 153-168 (2007), 156. 

61 Joshua Project, “Hazara in Afghanistan.” Joshua Project. Accessed November 5, 2020. 

https://joshuaproject.net/people_groups/12076/AF. 

62 Amin Saikal, “Afghanistan: The Status of the Shi’ite Hazara Minority.” Journal of Muslim Minority 

Affairs, Vol. 32, No. 1 (March 2012), 85. 



25 

 

factor as to why the Hazara are victims of persecution, especially from the Sunni Taliban who 

have labeled the Hazara as heretics.63 

The Hazara in Afghanistan mainly reside in isolated villages in the mountains in the 

heart of the country. Due to their location and isolation from the rest of society, the Hazara face 

some specific challenges. They are an agrarian people that heavily rely on the success of their 

crops. Floods and droughts in this region are detrimental to the Hazara people. Malnutrition and 

starvation are not uncommon among these villages.64  Some of the main crops produced in this 

region are wheat, beans, peas, and different types of fruit (apples, apricots, mulberries).65 Tea and 

rice are typically acquired through barter with outside people groups.66 Farming and herding are 

the main occupations and sources of income for the Hazara people in the mountains, however in 

recent time, the Hazara people are becoming more involved in business in the cities as well as 

international trade.67  The isolation of the Hazara also means lack of access to health care. This 

leaves this population vulnerable to serious medical conditions such as tuberculosis, leprosy, 

dysentery, and eye diseases.68 Access to clean water is also a challenge for many of these 

villages. 

In recent times, technology has reached even these remote villages of the Hazara in 

the mountains. Faray, a Hazaragi refugee living in Dallas, notes that in the village she grew up 

in, as well as almost all of the surrounding villages, they had electricity, televisions in their 

 

63 Saikal, “Afghanistan: The Status of the Shi’ite Hazara Minority,” 82. 

64 Joshua Project, “Hazara in Afghanistan.” 

65 Farr, “The Hazara of Central Afghanistan,” 157. 

66 Joshua Project, “Hazara in Afghanistan.” 

67 Saikal, “Afghanistan: The Status of the Shi’ite Hazara Minority,” 86.  

68 Joshua Project, “Hazara in Afghanistan”.  
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homes, and of course, cell phones.69 Communication flows freely through television and the 

internet, although access to the internet is often limited.  

The Hazara culture is similar to that of the rest of the Afghanistan, but there are 

certainly distinctions. The women wear burkas, as in the rest of Afghanistan, but are known for 

their bright floral dresses, often red and green. They are also known for their excessive gold 

jewelry, especially at weddings. Weddings are a central piece of Hazara culture, typically lasting 

three days and involving most, if not all, of the community. Other than weddings, the two major 

Eids and the New Year celebration are collective means of celebration.70     

The family unit is the main societal structure in Hazara villages. Extended families 

live close to each other but typically in separate homes on the same compound. It is common for 

couples to move in with the husband’s family after marriage. The men are the leaders of the 

household and therefore the leaders of the community.  The Hazara have historically not had 

much influence in Afghan society as a whole, however in recent years, Hazara individuals have 

made their way into public office and are becoming a stronger voice in the country.71  The Hazara 

are known to be a hard-working, honest people who have refused to be crushed under the weight 

of ethnic persecution, but rather have consistently risen up and fought the systems that try to 

oppress them and seek to build a better future for their people.   Education is of high value for 

the Hazara people, and women are generally regarded much higher among this people group than 

in the surrounding Afghan people groups. The Hazara’s bent towards progress and equality is 

one of the factors that makes the Hazara a target for more persecution.  

 

69 Faray, Maya, 2020, Interview by Kaitlyn Barfield, Dallas, TX, November 3, 2020. 

70 Faray, 2020, Interview by Kaitlyn Barfield. 

71 Saikal, “Afghanistan: The Status of the Shi’ite Hazara Minority,” 84. 
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It is reported that persecution of the Hazara people is a thing of the past and that the 

recent political climate has led to a better situation for the Hazara, however recent events show 

that the Hazara are still targets of terrorist activity in Afghanistan.  In western Kabul, there is a 

Hazara neighborhood called the Dasht-e Barchi that has been the target of at least six different 

terrorist attacks over the past three years. The most recent attack was a suicide bombing near an 

educational center in this neighborhood on October 24, 2020, where 30 people were killed and 

over 70 injured, most of whom were children and young adults.72   This is just one of many 

examples of how the Hazara are being targeted by Islamic extremist groups in Afghanistan.  

Tragedies such as these are a large part of the Hazara people’s story, which seems to be 

continuing to shape them into a more and more resilient people.  

As noted previously, the Hazara people are 99.97% Shi’ite Muslims.  The remaining 

0.03% are evangelical Christians. According to the Joshua Project, there are portions of the Bible 

translated into the Hazaragi languages, however, the entirety of Scripture has yet to be translated.  

There are currently no known evangelistic efforts among the Hazara people in Afghanistan. The 

Joshua Project estimates that 78 pioneer workers are needed to reach the Hazara people in 

Afghanistan with the gospel.73 The work of reaching the Hazara people in Afghanistan will not 

be easy, but through creativity and seeking out the felt needs of this people group, there is 

potential for open doors and work to be done for the gospel among the Hazara people. 
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CONCLUSION 

We hope the research, strategies and recommendations presented in this report will 

serve as a tool for anyone who desires to effectively enter, live among, reach and disciple the 

Hazara people group of central Afghanistan. The Hazara are a wonderful people, however they 

are also sinners in need of Savior. Unfortunately, they still do not have an indigenous, multiplying 

church community within their people group and therefore do not have access to the Gospel. Jesus 

is worthy of praise among all people, including the Hazara. Therefore, pray that the Lord would 

send laborers and messengers of the Gospel to the Hazara (Matt 9:37–38), and prepare yourself to 

be able to answer that call yourself (Rom 10:14–17).
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