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Introduction:
 This  gu ide  i s  wr i t ten  in  short  quest ion  and  answer  form by

main  categor ies .  I t  i s  by  no  means  comprehens ive .  Fee l  f ree  to
jump around to  those  most  re levant  to  you .  (We def in i te ly

suggest  you  read  those  you  don ’ t  immediate ly  
know the  answer  to . )

 
 

W h y  t h i s  g u i d e ?
This  gu ide  i s  our  a t tempt  to  bu i ld  a  s imple  too lbox  that  br ie f ly
br ings  you  up  to  speed  on  some very  pract ica l  th ings  regard ing

how to  respond to  Afghan  refugees ,  wherever  you  may  f ind
them.  We’ re  t ry ing  to  focus  on  s impl i c i ty  and  brev i ty  (knowing

t ime for  you  to  prepare  yourse l f  and  your  peers  i s  shor t ,  as
Afghans  beg in  to  a r r ive  a t  your  loca l  a i rpor t ) .  We’ re  a l so  t ry ing

to  focus  on  the  most  pract ica l  too ls ,  needed in format ion  and
common mis takes  we ’ve  made  in  the  past ,  in  hopes  you  can

s idestep  them.
 
 

W h o  a r e  w e ?
This  gu ide  i s  be ing  put  together  in  co l l aborat ion  between the
RAP Network  (pastunes .org )  and  Ref le jo  ( re f le jo .org ) .  We’ re
two Lat in  Amer ican  organ izat ions  that  together  have  been
focused  for  the  las t  severa l  years  on  t ra in ing  and  send ing

miss ionar ies  to  serve  Pashtuns  (one  of  the  la rgest  unreached
peop le  groups  in  Afghan is tan ) .  Th is  par t i cu la r  resource  i s
rece iv ing  input  f rom an  Afghan  be l iever ,  a  miss ionary  that

l i ved  in  Afghan is tan ,  and  three  miss ionar ies  who have  been
serv ing  Afghan  refugees  in  the  Un i ted  States .  

 



Which are the different
Afghan tribes/groups?

    Afghan is tan  has  severa l  d i f ferent  peop le  groups ;  most  of
these  cons i s t  o f  severa l  t r ibes .  The  Pashtuns  compr i se  the
la rgest  g roup .  They  are  more  fundamenta l i s t  than  other
groups  in  the i r  adherence  to  Sunn i  I s l am.  On ly  a  very  sma l l
por t ion  of  a l l  Pashtuns  a re  Ta l iban  members ,  though  many
cons ider  themse lves  Ta l iban  sympath izers .  

    Other  s ign i f i cant  g roups  inc lude  Hazaras ,  Ta j iks  and
Uzbeks .  Other  sma l le r  g roups  inc lude  Turkmen,  Pashay i ,
and  Nur i s tan is ,  among others .  We don ’ t  recommend you
in i t i a l l y  ask  an  Afghan  which  ethn ic  g roup  they  be long  to .
In  some cases  the i r  ident i ty  may  be  t ied  to  the i r  nat iona l i ty
more  than  to  an  ethn ic  g roup .  They  may  want  to  present  a
un i f ied  Afghan is tan  to  honor  the i r  country ,  so  th i s  quest ion
may be  s t range  or  uncomfortab le  for  them.  You cou ld  ask
which  language  they  speak  a t  home i f  you 'd  l i ke  to  nar row
i t  down some.



Dar i  and  Pashto  are  the  of f i c ia l  l anguages  of
Afghan is tan .  Dar i  i s  the  t rade  language  (a
form of  Pers ian )  and  i s  spoken  by  about  78%
of  Afghans .  Pashto  i s  spoken  by  Pashtuns ,  but
many  Pashtuns  (par t i cu la r ly  men)  a l so  know
Dar i .  Uzbek  i s  spoken  by  about  10% of
Afghans .  Both  Dar i  and  Pashto  have  severa l
d ia lects ,  wh ich  may  be  ethn ic  or  reg iona l .  

Afghans  a re  a lmost  exc lus ive ly  Mus l im .  A
very  sma l l  underground Chr i s t ian

communi ty  compr i ses  less  than  .03% of
the  popu lat ion .  Among Mus l ims ,  there  i s

a  Sunn i  ma jor i ty  (most  e thn ic  g roups )
and  a  Sh ia  minor i ty  (Hazaras  and  peop le

f rom Herat )  wh ich  c reates  tens ion
between these  groups .

What languages
are spoken by
which groups?

What’s the
religious make-up

of Afghans?



Do different
groups get along?

Not  a lways .  Th is  var ies  s ign i f i cant ly  among groups  and
ind iv idua ls .  There  i s  tens ion  between Sh ia  Hazaras  and

Sunn i  g roups ,  par t i cu la r ly  the  Pashtuns .  Most  other
ethn ic  g roups  cons ider  Pashtuns  to  be  more  “hardcore”  in

the i r  be l ie fs  and  zea l  toward  I s lam.  H is tor ica l ly ,  Afghan
government  leadersh ip  has  been  Pashtun ,  wh ich  fue l s  the

ethn ic  tens ion  as  we l l .
 

How are their
interactions affected by

current events? 
Current ly ,  the  country  i s  d iv ided  po l i t i ca l ly  between Ta l iban

sympath izers  (most ly  Pashtuns ,  a l though  not  a l l  Pashtuns  fa l l
in to  th i s  category )  and  those  opposed  to  the  Ta l iban .

Re la t ionsh ips  a re  s t ra ined ,  par t i cu la r ly  between Ta l iban
sympath izers  and  those  f rom the  Pan jsh i r  reg ion  or  those

support ive  of  the  former  Northern  A l l i ance  (an  Afghan  group
current ly  in  oppos ing  the  Ta l iban ) .

 
Many  refugees  a re  not  support ive  of  the  new Ta l iban  reg ime .

Furthermore ,  Afghan  expatr ia tes ,  who may  have  le f t  prev ious ly
but  have  fami ly  members  back  in  Afghan is tan ,  may  be  very

emot iona l ly  invested  in  the  s ta te  of  the i r  nat ion  and  re la t ives .
 



What's the
current
political
climate in
Afghanistan?
Should
Americans
avoid talking
to refugees
about politics? 
The Ta l iban  are  t ry ing  to  es tab l i sh  a
leg i t imate  government ,  but  they  are
current ly  not  recogn ized  by  the  UN.
The  governments  of  Qatar  and  Turkey
are  act ive ly  ass i s t ing  the  new Ta l iban
government ,  known as  the  I s lamic
Emirate  of  Afghan is tan .  With  the
current  a t tent ion  Afghan is tan  i s
get t ing ,  i t ’ s  p robab ly  unrea l i s t i c  to
avo id  po l i t i ca l  conversat ion  wi th
Afghans .  But  i t ’ s  p robab ly  unwise  to
get  in to  conversat ions  about  what  the
US d id  or  d idn ’ t  do  in  Afghan is tan ,  how
the  pu l l -out  was  car r ied  out ,  e tc .  



How should you
behave with the
opposite gender?
Male- female  in teract ions  a re  cons iderab ly
d i f ferent  in  Afghan  cu l ture  than  in  the  US .
Modesty  i s  ext remely  important .  Th is  i s
pr imar i ly  ma inta ined  by  avo id ing  most  non-
re la t ive  ma le- female  in teract ion .  Th is
means  men and  women shou ldn ’ t  be  a lone
in  a  room together ,  seek  out  conversat ion
with  one  another ,  o r  have  any  sor t  o f
phys ica l  contact .

Women are  respons ib le  for  ma inta in ing  a
modest  demeanor .  Dev ia t ing  f rom
estab l i shed  s tandards  may  be  in terpreted
as  seduct ion ,  sexua l  ava i l ab i l i ty  or
lewdness .  Th is  modest  demeanor  inc ludes
not  look ing  a t  men d i rect ly  in  the  eyes ,
and  no  hugg ing  or  other  phys ica l  contact
at  any  t ime wi th  men ( inc lud ing  when
greet ing  one  another ) .

Modesty  in  c loth ing  for  women genera l ly
means  loose- f i t t ing  c loth ing  which  covers
as  much  sk in  as  poss ib le  ( long  s leeves ,  no
c leavage  shown,  long  dresses ,  e tc . ) .
Women v i s i t ing  an  Afghan  home shou ld
dress  in  a  modest  fash ion  wi thout  t ry ing  to
appear  Afghan .  



I f  a  man has  to  in teract  w i th  an  Afghan  woman,  i t ’ s  best  to
keep  conversat ion  l i ght  and  po l i te ,  and  to  avo id  a l l  phys ica l

contact .  Th is  w i l l  make  you  seem safe  and  t rustworthy  to  the
communi ty .

 
These  ru les  don ’ t  app ly  as  much  to  young  ch i ld ren ,  but  beg in

to  become re levant  as  they  h i t  puberty .
 

I t  may  be  he lpfu l  for  you  to  show p ic tures  of  your  re la t ives ,
par t i cu la r ly  of  your  parents ,  s ib l ings  and  ch i ld ren .  (But  as  a
man ,  you  shou ld  not  show an  Afghan  man p ic tures  of  your

wi fe .  A  wi fe  i s  someone a  husband wants  to  protect - - th i s  i s
l a rge ly  done  by  h id ing  her  f rom other  men as  much  as

poss ib le . )  Showing  p ic tures  of  your  fami ly  w i l l  put  Afghans  a t
ease  as  they ’ l l  see  you ’ re  a  fami ly  man and  not  want ing  to

chase  a f ter  one  of  the i r  women.
 

As  Afghans  become Chr i s t ians  or  as  they  become
Western ized ,  some may  re lax  these  gender  norms  to  vary ing

degrees .  You ’ l l  need  to  pay  a t tent ion  and  ask  a  lo t  o f  cu l tura l
quest ions  to  f ind  out  what ’ s  appropr ia te .

How should you behave with
the opposite gender?

 
(continued)



What other cultural
insights are important?

Afghans  fo l low I s lamic
t rad i t ions  regard ing  food .
They  can  on ly  consume “ha la l ”
or  “permiss ib le”  foods .  Ham,
sausage ,  bacon ,  pork ,  o r  l a rd
(any  type  of  pork )  i s
forb idden .  Dr ink ing  a lcoho l  i s
a l so  not  permiss ib le .  F i sh  can
be  eaten ,  but  not  she l l f i sh
such  as  c rab ,  lobster ,  shr imp ,
oysters ,  e tc .

Many  processed  foods  in
Amer ica  a re  not  cons idered
ha la l  food .  Those  that  conta in
ge la t in ,  emuls i f ie rs ,  enzymes ,
or  quest ionab le  f l avors  a re
not  a l lowed because  the
ingred ients  may  be
proh ib i ted .

As  you  co l lect  food  for  your  re fugees ,  make  sure  i t  a l i gns
wi th  ha la l  s tandards .  Recommended foods  wi th  which  they
wi l l  have  no  prob lem inc lude  f resh  produce ,  basmat i  r i ce ,
lent i l s ,  canned  tomatoes ,  vegetab le  o i l  and  dr ied  f ru i t s  and
nuts .  Th is  may  a l so  be  important  for  cosmet ics ,  sk in  products ,
v i tamins  and  pharmaceut ica l s  s ince  some conta in  ingred ients
l i ke  pork  ge la t in .



I f  you  inv i te  them to  eat  a t  your  home,  they  wi l l  l i ke ly  be
hes i tant .  We recommend you  le t  them know you ’ re  fami l i a r
wi th  ha la l  res t r i c t ions ,  and  ask  them i f  they  eat  ha la l  food
(note  even  i f  they  don ’ t  they ’ l l  p robab ly  a l l  say  yes  as  they
get  to  know you to  present  themse lves  as  good Mus l ims ) .  I f
so ,  ad just  accord ing ly  by  purchas ing  meat  a t  a  ha la l  re ta i le r .
You  cou ld  show them the  labe ls  on  packaged  or  processed
foods  so  they  can  see  what  they  conta in .  Another  opt ion  i s
to  ask  them to  br ing  the  meat  and  you  prepare  s ides .  I f  they
see  you  fo l lowing  these  gu ide l ines ,  they ’ l l  fee l  more  a t  ease
eat ing  wi th  you  and  thus  wi l l  p robab ly  v i s i t  aga in .  Keep  ha la l
res t r i c t ions  in  mind  as  we l l  i f  you ’d  l i ke  to  take  your  Afghan
fr iends  out  to  a  res taurant .  Chr i s t ian  Afghans  may  or  may
not  fo l low ha la l  res t r i c t ions .

What other cultural
insights are important?

 

(continued)



As you  ar r ive  a t  an  Afghan  home,  you  shou ld  take  your  shoes
of f  a t  the  door  un less  they  te l l  you  not  to .  As  a  guest ,  you  are
a  we lcome g i f t  f rom A l lah  to  the  fami ly  and  thus  they  wi l l  t ry
to  respect  and  honor  you  wi th  the i r  generos i ty .  The  fami ly  w i l l
p rov ide  the  best  they  have  and  make  sure  that  you  eat  and
dr ink  p lenty  dur ing  your  v i s i t .

A lways  rece ive  tea/food/g i f t s/etc .  w i th  your  r ight  hand .  The
lef t  hand  i s  cons idered  unc lean  s ince  i t  i s  used  for  unc lean
tasks  ( i . e .  us ing  the  bathroom) .  The  same goes  for  eat ing  and
dr ink ing .  A lways  use  your  r ight  hand .

Mea ls  a re  not  norma l ly  done  in  a  d in ing  room set t ing  but
genera l ly  a  tab lec loth  wi l l  be  p laced  on  the  f loor  of  the  l i v ing
room and  peop le  wi l l  s i t  a round i t .  You  may  be  d i rected  to  a
spec i f i c  spot  on  the  f loor ,  as  Afghans  cons ider  d i f ferent  spots
to  convey  vary ing  degrees  of  s ta tus ,  and  as  a  guest ,  you  are
k ing  in  the i r  home.  The  most  honorab le  spot  i s  fur thest  f rom
the  door ;  you  beg in  work ing  your  way  down on  both  s ides  a l l
the  way  to  the  door  where  the  women or  ch i ld ren  may  s i t .

What are meals in an
Afghan home like?



What are meals in an
Afghan home like?

 

(continued)
Make sure  to  honor  your  hosts .  One  way  to  do  th i s  i s  to  eat
and  dr ink  what  was  served  to  you .  I f  you ’ re  g iven  a  fu l l  p la te
of  food ,  you  need  to  a t  least  a lmost  f in i sh  i t .  Th is  shows  the
hostess  that  you  en joyed  the  food .  I f  you  complete ly  f in i sh  the
p la te  of  food ,  your  hosts  WILL  g ive  you  another  l a rge  serv ing ,
even  i f  you  ask  for  “ jus t  a  l i t t le . ”

I f  you  are  fu l l  and  don ’ t  want  any  more  food ,  put  your  hands
over  your  p la te  when the  host  t r ies  to  serve  you  more  food .
These  same pr inc ip les  app ly  to  tea .  Leave  your  tea  a lmost
gone  to  show your  hostess  that  you  en joyed  i t .  I f  you  f in i sh
the  tea  and  don ’ t  want  more ,  cup  your  r ight  hand  over  the
teacup .

I f  you  have  a l le rg ies  and  your  hostess  serves  you  someth ing
you cannot  eat ,  i t  i s  okay  to  say  that  you  cannot  eat/dr ink  i t .
They  are  unders tand ing  of  th i s ,  and  because  they  va lue
hosp i ta l i ty ,  they  usua l ly  w i l l  f ind  someth ing  e l se  to  serve  you .  

As  Afghan  guests  v i s i t  your  home for  a  mea l ,  i f  you  have  the
poss ib i l i ty  of  mak ing  a  s imi la r  set  up  (on  a  l i v ing  room f loor
for  example ) ,  that  may  make  them fee l  more  a t  ease .  Don ’ t
fee l  a  need  to  ass ign  seats  but  maybe  make  sure  that  i f
someone f rom your  fami ly  needs  to  s i t  next  to  someone f rom
the i rs ,  that  they  are  f rom the  same gender .



I f  you ’ re  g reet ing  someone
from the  oppos i te  gender ,

s imply  put  your  r ight  hand  on
top  of  your  hear t ,  and  s l ight ly

nod as  i f  bowing .
 

I f  you ’ re  a  woman greet ing
another  woman or  a  man

greet ing  another  man ,  g reet ing
wi th  three  k i sses  i s  customary ,

beg inn ing  wi th  the  le f t  s ide
and  a l ternat ing .  I f  as  a  guy

you ’ re  not  comfortab le  wi th
th i s ,  fee l  f ree  to  shake  hands

or  hug  the  other  man .  I t ’ s
important  dur ing  greet ings  to

ask  a  lo t  o f  quest ions  about
the i r  re la t ives ,  hea l th ,  work ,

etc .  Th is  i s  jus t  e t iquet te  ( l i ke
when we say  “how are  you?”  in

pass ing )  and  doesn ’ t  requ i re
an  answer  dur ing  the  greet ing .

As  they  ask  you  quest ions
dur ing  a  g reet ing ,  an  answer  i s

not  expected .  You  can  ask
aga in  dur ing  your  v i s i t  a t

another  po int  and  then  an
answer  wi l l  be  g iven .

How should you
greet an Afghan?



How are new
refugees different

from those who have
been away from

Afghanistan for a
long time?

 

New refugees  who have  jus t  f led  the i r  home are  probab ly
st i l l  very  t raumat ized  and  insecure/uncomfortab le  as  they
sor t  out  th i s  new context .  They  fee l  very  vu lnerab le  and
wi l l  be  very  open  to  f r iend ly  peop le .  More  estab l i shed
refugees  may  not  fee l  as  vu lnerab le  and  by  the  same
token  may  not  be  as  open  to  new re la t ionsh ips .

Genera l ly ,  new refugees  wi l l  more  s t r i c t ly  adhere  to
Mus l im t rad i t ions  and  mores ,  wh i le  more  estab l i shed
refugees  might  be  more  adapted  to  loca l  cu l ture  and
customs .  Newer  re fugees  may  not  know your  loca l
l anguage .  (Th is  depends  on  whether  they  were
t rans la tors . )



 

Many are  not  on ly  g r iev ing  the i r  own journeys  of  f lee ing
the i r  country  and  homes ,  but  a l so  have  re la t ives  and
f r iends  who haven ’ t  yet  made  i t  out ,  about  whom they
are  very  concerned .  Don ’ t  fee l  l i ke  you  have  to  avo id
th i s  top ic  i f  they  br ing  i t  up .  Try  to  be  a  sa fe  person  for
them to  communicate  these  emot ions  to .

Ask ing  i f  they  have  fami l ies  or  f r iends  back  home and
hear ing  the i r  s tor ies  i s  a  way  of  honor ing  them.  Many
Afghans  a re  very  apprec ia t ive  when Chr i s t ians  say
they ’ re  pray ing  for  the i r  nat ion  and  re la t ives .  I f  you
want  to  take  an  ext ra  s tep ,  wh ich  i s  ext remely  we lcome
by most ly  a l l  Afghans ,  o f fer  to  pray  on  the  spot  wi th
them for  the i r  re la t ives .  Fee l  f ree  to  pray  in  the  name of
Jesus ,  knowing  that  wh i le  they  don ’ t  cons ider  h im to  be
the  Son  of  God ,  they  do  be l ieve  Him to  be  a  s ign i f i cant
prophet  and  wi l l  t reat  H im wi th  respect  and  h igh  esteem.
(Be  aware  that  i f  you  pray  in  the  name of  ‘ Jesus  the  Son
of  God ’  they  may  f ind  th i s  o f fens ive .  Th is  may  be  a  po int
of  conf l i c t  ear ly  on  in  the  re la t ionsh ip  which  may  inh ib i t
you  go ing  deeper . )

How should you
ask/answer about
family members of
Afghans stuck in

Afghanistan?



Empath ize  wi th  the i r
p l ight .  Be  honest  and
f rank  about  your  capac i ty
or  l ack  thereof  to  he lp
them.  Do not  agree  to  any
i l l ega l  ventures  but ,  i f
ab le ,  be  wi l l ing  to  he lp
those  who have  a l ready
ar r ived  in  your  context .
Fee l  f ree  to  say  you ’ re
unab le  to  he lp  peop le
leave  Afghan is tan ,  but  i f
they  ar r ive  where  you  are ,
you  wi l l  t ry  to  he lp  wi th in
your  capac i ty .  Be  spec i f i c
as  to  what  that  means ,  so
as  to  not  c reate  any
misunderstand ing  or
excess ive  expectat ions .

 

What do you
recommend if they ask

you for help getting
someone else out?



Take  your  t ime  and  focus  pr imar i ly  on  deve lop ing  so l id
re la t ionsh ips .  Even  i f  Afghan  refugees  a re  s imply  pass ing
through  your  locat ion  for  a  short  per iod ,  hav ing  a
pos i t ive  impress ion  of  Chr i s t ians  may  open  doors  for
others  in  the i r  permanent  res idence  to  bu i ld  upon .  Be ing
confrontat iona l  or  pushy  about  your  be l ie fs  w i l l  turn
them away  f rom you and  other  Chr i s t ians .

Normal ly ,  they  wi l l  ask  about  your  be l ie fs  re la t ive ly
qu ick ly .  I f  they  do  so ,  fee l  f ree  to  share  what  you
be l ieve ,  and  your  tes t imony ,  w i thout  any  expectat ion
f rom them to  be l ieve  the  same or  come to  a  convers ion .
Avo id  speak ing  negat ive ly  of  I s l am,  Muhammad,  Mus l ims ,
the  Qur ’an ,  or  anyth ing  e l se  re la ted ,  as  they  may  take
th i s  as  conf rontat iona l  or  a  persona l  a t tack  and  become
less  open  to  go ing  deeper  wi th  you  down the  road .

 

How soon and
how should you
start spiritual
conversations?



How should you respond
to spiritual openness?

I f  someone shows s igns  of  be ing  sp i r i tua l ly  open ,  they
wi l l  be  most  open  in  pr ivate  conversat ions .  They  wi l l
ra re ly  show openness  to  Chr i s t ian i ty  in  f ront  of  other
Mus l ims .  I f  you  beg in  s tudy ing  the  Word  wi th  someone ,
make  sure  you  keep  th i s  pr ivate  f rom the  rest  o f  the
Afghan  communi ty ,  and  put  them at  ease  that  they  can
determine  i f  and  when they  share  the i r  newfound
interest  w i th  others .  Fur thermore ,  don ’ t  t ry  to  br ing
st rangers ,  par t i cu la r ly  f rom d i f ferent  e thn ic  g roups ,
together  in to  a  B ib le  s tudy  wi th  them s ince  they  wi l l
very  qu ick ly  shut  down out  of  l ack  of  t rust .  I f  you  make
th is  mis take ,  you  wi l l  lose  c red ib i l i ty  as  a  sa fe  person .



Should you attempt to
learn their language?

Yes ,  even  i f  i t ’ s  s imply  a  few words ,  g reet ings  or
phrases .  Th is  w i l l  be  VERY welcome,  endear  you  to  them,
and  g ive  them much needed comfort  in  a  very  s t ress fu l
season .  The  best  way  to  do  so  as  you  beg in
re la t ionsh ips ,  ask ing  them names  of  th ings  or  bas ic
phrases  l i ke  ‘p lease , ’  ‘ thank  you ’  or  other  g reet ings .  You
may get  d i f ferent  answers  f rom Dar i  and  Pashto
speakers  as  we l l  as  d i s t inct ives  by  d ia lect .



How should you
respond to gossip in

conversations?
For  Afghans ,  par t i cu la r ly  women,  goss ip  i s  a  ma in  form
of  enter ta inment .  Th is  however ,  l eads  them to  mis t rust
each  other .  In  many  cases  they  may  ask  you  not  to  share
th ings  ( rang ing  f rom not  keep ing  ha la l  res t r i c t ions  to
sp i r i tua l  openness )  w i th  others  in  the  Afghan  communi ty .
For  you  to  be  cons idered  a  sa fe  person  in  the
communi ty ,  you  must  take  a  very  in tent iona l  s tance  to
avo id  par t i c ipat ing  in  any  goss ip  wi th in  the  communi ty .
I f  someone t r ies  to  share  goss ip  wi th  you ,  i t ’ s  important
to  f ind  a  response  that ’ s  not  d i rect ly  shamefu l  to  the
speaker  whi le  communicat ing  that  you ’ re  not  in terested
in  ta lk ing  about  others  in  the  communi ty .



What are some
good practices in

opening up
relationships?

Be a  learner  of  the i r  cu l ture  and  a  sa fe  p lace  for  them to
gr ieve ,  process ,  and  learn  about  the i r  new context .
In i t i a l l y  the  goa l  w i l l  be  to  serve  them and  meet
pract ica l  needs .  As  these  are  met ,  a  very  s ign i f i cant
remain ing  need  wi l l  be  for  f r iends .  I f  you  have  l im i ted
t ime to  serve  Afghans  in  your  communi ty ,  we  recommend
you “adopt”  one  or  two fami l ies  and  go  deep  wi th  them
(v i s i t ing  f requent ly ,  wh ich  for  them may mean mul t ip le
t imes  a  week  as  your  schedu le  a l lows )  ra ther  than  spread
yourse l f  too  th in .



Is it a good idea to
take an Afghan to an

American church?
Certa in  aspects  of  church  l i fe  may  seem shock ing  to  an
Afghan  (be l iever  or  otherwise ) .  Th ings  l i ke  men and
women s i t t ing  together ,  the  way  peop le  may  dress  as
church  ( too  casua l  or  not  modest  enough)  or  casua l
t reatment  to  a  phys ica l  B ib le .  Mus l ims  wi l l  a lways  car ry
the i r  ho ly  books  wi th  great  care ,  somet imes  wrapped in
c loth  or  a  conta iner ,  and  keep  them h igher  than  the i r
hear t ’ s  leve l  as  they  car ry  them.

See ing  a  B ib le  p laced  on  the  f loor ,  wr i t ten  on  or
h igh l ighted ,  worn  out ,  o r  not  t reated  as  de l i cate ly  as
they  are  accustomed wi l l  l ead  them to  be l ieve  we don ’ t
ho ld  the  B ib le  in  h igh  regard .  Other  i s sues  l i ke  pork  or
beer  a t  a  church  pot luck ,  e tc .  may  make  we lcoming
Afghans  in to  a  church  communi ty  complex .

I f  cu l tura l ly  ad just ing  to  accommodate  Afghans  for  your
church  i s  compl icated  (as  i t  i s  for  most ) ,  we  recommend
inv i t ing  Afghans  in to  sma l l  g roups  or  pr ivate  Discovery
B ib le  Stud ies .



Afghan is tan  was  estab l i shed  as  a  country  in  1919 ,  once
the  “Durand  L ine”  ( the  Br i t i sh  imposed  border  between
Afghan is tan  and  Pak is tan )  was  es tab l i shed .  Th is
separat ion  of  Afghan is tan  and  Pak is tan  was  c reated  so
that  Afghan is tan ,  as  an  independent  nat ion ,  wou ld  be  a
buf fer  in  the  co lon izat ion  f rom Russ ia  a t  the  North  and
Br i ta in  in  the  South  ( Ind ia-Pak is tan ) .

Afghan is tan  remained  a  k ingdom unt i l  1973 when the
las t  k ing ,  who had  ru led  for  43  years ,  was  deposed  by
h is  cous in .  I t  then  became a  repub l i c .  The  k ing ’ s  cous in
ru led  for  s ix  years  as  the  f i r s t  pres ident .  Then  the
communis t  reg ime took  over ,  w i th  the  he lp  of  the
Russ ian  a rmy.  Th is  began  a  long  per iod  of  c iv i l  war
where  the  mujahedeen (w i th  the  he lp  of  Amer ica )  began
to  push  Russ ian  forces  out  of  the  nat ion .  Once
successfu l ,  the  mujahedeen pushed  for  a  theocracy
(whi le  the  Amer ican  forces  wanted  a  democracy ) .  Th is
led  to  fur ther  conf l i c t .  Eventua l ly  the  mujahedeen were
rep laced  by  the  Ta l iban .  There  has  been  mi l i ta ry  conf l i c t
wi th  Amer ican  forces  for  the  las t  twenty  years .  

More on
Afghanistan’s 

history and context



EVANGELISTIC
RESOURCES

Pashto Radio (pashtoradio.org) - Afghan stations,
music, programs, and family teachings. 
Afghan Media Centre  (afghanmediacentre.org) - Shop
to order Pashto books and Christian materials in Afghan
languages.
Hope 4 Afghans  (hope4afghans.com) - TV channels,
Radios, music, Afghan writing, testimonials and much
more material.
Juwandun (juwandun.com) - Site to find short videos of
Pashtun stories.
Afghan Bibles (afghanbibles.org) - Web site to read,
listen and download scriptures in Afghan languages.
Pashto TV (pashtotv.com) - Christian Videos of
different types of Pashtuns.
Pashto Zeray (pashtozeray.org) - Pastun writing, classic
radio programs, music and testimonials.
Afghan Radio (afghanradio.org) - Afghan and Pashtun
Radio Programs.

https://pashtoradio.org/
https://afghanmediacentre.org/
https://hope4afghans.com/
http://www.juwandun.com/
https://afghanbibles.org/
https://pashtotv.com/
https://pashtozeray.org/
https://afghanradio.org/
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The following additional information was not written
by us but was considered relevant to some contexts.

APPENDIX



I. WORK
The types of job opportunities available to refugees, especially those with
limited English language skills, often mean that families need the income
from two working adults in order to meet basic needs. Some Afghan family
members, especially husbands or fathers, may be resistant to having women
work outside the home in an unfamiliar environment. Islam stresses the role
of the husband as the provider for the family, and Muslim men may regard
the need for the wife to work as an embarrassment, although this is not
always the case. 

Muslim women may be uncomfortable with the idea of interacting on a
regular basis with strangers, particularly with men who are not family
members. These women may be ill at ease with jobs that require frequent
contact with the public and may express the desire to stay at home. These
feelings aren’t necessarily from religious considerations; they also grow out
of a complex blend of cultural traditions, the desire to be protective of
women in the family, and the insecurities that remain from being refugees
who have faced serious dangers.

Some families may be willing to accept the idea of the wife or daughters
working outside the home, as long as they do not have to travel too far
alone to go to work or interact with the public a great deal. 

One solution may be to secure jobs on two different shifts so that a husband
and wife can both care for their children at home. Employment that allows
women to work from home may be another option. Some women may want
to work but may initially find it very difficult to leave their children in day
care with strangers. If these women worked in Afghanistan, family members
probably helped to take care of the children. In such cases, finding a day
care provider of the same religion and/or ethnicity may make the transition
easier for the woman.

There will be some Afghan women who are accustomed to working outside
the home and are comfortable doing so. These women do not face the same
challenges as women who have little experience in the public sector when it
comes to employment.



Some Afghan men may have difficulty with the fact that, in many
workplaces, women are supervisors or hold other positions of authority.
This isn’t an issue for all Muslim men. The question can be raised with each
refugee individually, in order to determine whether it’s a consideration in
helping the person find employment.

One solution if a man isn’t comfortable working under a woman is to find
him a job where he’ll report to another man, but women are also present in
supervisory positions. This gives the man an opportunity to observe and
become more comfortable with the types of male-female interactions that
characterize the American workplace before a situation arises in which he
must handle such interactions directly himself. 

Muslims have the right to reasonable religious accommodation in the
workplace. This may include wearing hijab (head covering for women),
having a beard, being able to pray on the job, and attending Friday prayers.
Reasonable accommodation varies from job to job. You can help to ensure a
good match between refugee and job opportunity by interviewing each
refugee to determine which observances are essential to that person, which
the refugee is willing to adapt, and which the refugee is willing to forgo. You
can help these Afghans to understand the limits of reasonable
accommodation and the ways in which they may need to adjust their own
expectations in order to succeed in the American workplace.

When it comes to finding appropriate job settings, the presence of pork and
alcohol is a consideration. Some Muslims may not be comfortable working in
a restaurant that also has a bar. An observant Muslim working in food
service may feel uncomfortable having to serve or touch pork products. For
some, the option to wear rubber gloves while preparing the food (for
example, putting pork toppings on a pizza) is acceptable. For others, any
contact with pork is unacceptable.

Muslims who observe the practice of praying five times each day will need
to take brief breaks from work at the proper times and have a private space
where they can go to pray. In a regular 9-to-5 workday, this will only be
necessary for the noon and late afternoon prayers. Not all Muslims pray five
times a day; some Muslims who observe the practice of praying five times
each day will need to take brief breaks from work at the proper times and
have a private space where they can go to pray. 



Ritual cleansing with water is performed before each prayer time. You can
help make the refugees aware that they need to perform this cleansing
without leaving a great deal of water around the sink in the restroom, and
to help them understand that the practice of washing feet in the sink may
be offensive to members of other cultural groups. You can encourage them
to bring a small pitcher, a bowl, and a towel to work to use in ritual
cleansing. 

Friday is the holy day for Muslims. Some employers allow flexible time so
that Muslim employees can leave early on Friday or leave for an extended
period on Friday in order to participate in communal prayers at the mosque.
Another accommodation is for a Muslim employee to work on Saturday or
Sunday and have Friday off for prayers.

It can be difficult for Muslims to be able to celebrate the yearly holy days
when working because these days fall at different times each year and
rarely coincide with the holy days of other religions or with secular holidays.
With enough notice and flexibility, employers have been known to work out
schedules where Muslim employees have their holy days off and then cover
for other employees on the holy days of other religions.



II. SCHOOL
Work with the local school system to inform them when Islamic holy days
take place. Many teachers acknowledge holy days observed by children in
their classes and use them as opportunities to teach about religion and
culture.

Teachers are generally willing to accommodate the legitimate needs of
children in their classes. As far ahead of time as possible, ask the school
to avoid scheduling major exams on holy days, or to allow observant
Muslim children to take them at an alternate time. Call the school to let
teachers and administrators know that the child will be absent in order to
celebrate these holy days.

Concerns about modesty may extend to gym class. If a Muslim girl feels
uncomfortable in gym uniforms with short sleeves and short pants, ask if
she may wear a long sleeved t-shirt and long sweatpants instead of or
under the required uniform. 



III. HEALTHCARE
When it comes to health care, Afghan women may prefer female health
care providers. Female interpreters would be best. If a female interpreter
is not available, and if there is concern that the female patient is not
responsive because she is uncomfortable with a male interpreter, an
alternative would be for the interpreter not to be visible to the patient or
to interpret by telephone or speaker phone. 

Some Afghans may not feel comfortable disclosing detailed information
about themselves and their families to strangers. They may try to give as
little information as possible, and this may make proper initial diagnosis
difficult. Try to find culturally sensitive physicians in these situations.
Muslim physicians are widely available in most US cities.



IV. SAFETY
Refugees’ language constraints and lack of knowledge of American
culture—especially in low-rent neighborhoods—may limit their ability to
assess and mitigate risks. They may be exposed to physical and social
dangers, depending on where they live. If they’ve had negative
experiences with the authorities in Afghanistan, they may refuse to avail
themselves of the services of the police. They may be poor advocates for
themselves and their children and be unable to seek help from school
officials or other authorities to resolve dangerous situations. Be on the
lookout for this and don’t assume that there are not problems if they tell
you there aren’t.



V. ROLES OF
WOMEN AND MEN

Some Islamic countries have laws that limit active roles for women in the
public sector. Most Muslim families are patriarchal, with males in the
households holding positions of authority. Some Muslims interpret their
religion as requiring the submission of women. 

Refugee women often lack the traditional supports they have relied on
from their family of origin, in-laws, or friends and neighbors. Reluctance
to rely on non-relatives or professional counselors and social workers can
be a barrier to be overcome during the first few years of resettlement.

Whether they have jobs or not, and even when their husbands are not
employed, women are expected to be the homemakers, to take
responsibility for the children’s behavior, and to develop the children’s
religious and cultural knowledge. They also have to learn about parental
responsibilities such as participating in PTA, advocating for children who
may be underachieving at school, and guiding children as they face social
risks quite different from those the parents knew in their home countries.
This combination of responsibilities can be daunting and exhausting for
Muslim women refugees. Be sensitive to this and provide emotional
support as you can.

Some Muslim men are active participants in the education of their
children and in certain household responsibilities, such as grocery
shopping, while others may not have been socialized to take a share of
the burdens of household chores and the responsibilities for day-to-day
care of children. 



VI. YOUTH
Refugee young people have three significant non-material needs:
identity, language, and religion. A Muslim refugee child must
negotiate at least four sets of values: 1) his or her family’s culture,
2) U.S. cultural norms as learned within the context of the
education system, 3) the culture communicated by peers and the
mass media, and 4) the teachings of Islam.

Parents are often not in the best situation to help their children
through this bewildering process, because they may be busy
focusing on survival issues and may have their own losses to deal
with and adjustments to make. 

It’s important that you avoid undermining family cohesion—and the
family’s trust in you—by never suggesting to the youth that the
family adults are wrong about constraints on women or other
customs.

Refugee children may experience prejudice or hostility at school,
largely because they’re foreign-born, are refugees, have a different
appearance, and may have language constraints. For Muslim
minors, the negative public stereotypes about Muslims exacerbate
these causes. The prejudice or hostility can be manifested as cruel
humor, as shunning, as hazing, or in outright physical abuse.
Afghan children who experience prejudice and hostility may come
to feel inferior and ashamed or may become angry and defensive.
Be on the lookout for this and support parents in responding to
such incidents as they arise. Encourage family members to
acknowledge the hurt and the social wrongness, while helping the
child feel worthwhile and important. 

Afghan children need time to heal as they try to cope with the
traumas they’ve experienced in their home country, during their
perilous journeys, and in the strange US. They need to overcome
the effects of these traumas in order to develop a bicultural
identity and a positive sense of who they are. All of this takes time,
negotiation, and guidance.



WWW.REFLEJO.ORG


