
The Kurds and Christianity: Historical 
Presence, Contemporary Dynamics, and 
Enduring Challenges 
I. Introduction 
A. Defining the Scope 
The Kurdish people represent one of the largest stateless ethnic groups in the Middle East, 
inhabiting a region often referred to as Kurdistan, which spans the mountainous borderlands 
of Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria.1 Their history is marked by a persistent quest for autonomy and 
independence amidst political turmoil and the imposition of national boundaries that divided 
their traditional homeland.1 The religious landscape of the Kurds, while predominantly Islamic, 
exhibits significant complexity, encompassing various Muslim denominations alongside 
ancient indigenous faiths and small Christian and Jewish minorities.4 This report aims to 
provide a comprehensive analysis of the historical and contemporary relationship between 
the Kurdish people and Christianity. It examines the historical presence of Christian 
communities among Kurds, the emergence of modern conversion movements, the 
demographic situation of Kurdish Christians, their experiences across different regions, the 
challenges they face—including persecution, discrimination, and identity issues—and their 
interactions with both the majority Kurdish Muslim population and other established Christian 
groups in the region. 
B. Overview of Kurdish Identity and Geography 
The Kurds are an Iranic ethnic group indigenous to the mountainous region known as 
Kurdistan.1 Global population estimates vary considerably, ranging from 30 million to over 45 
million individuals.2 They form substantial minority populations within the modern states that 
partitioned their homeland: estimates suggest Kurds constitute 18-25% of Turkey's 
population, 15-20% of Iraq's, 10% of Iran's, and 9% of Syria's.2 Significant Kurdish diaspora 
communities also exist, particularly in Western Europe (notably Germany), the countries of the 
former Soviet Union, and North America.2 

The Kurdish language belongs to the West Iranian branch of the Indo-European language 
family and encompasses several major dialect groups, principally Kurmanji (Northern Kurdish), 
Sorani (Central Kurdish), and Southern Kurdish (including Laki and related dialects).1 Due to 
their distribution across multiple nation-states, many Kurds are bilingual or multilingual, 
speaking Arabic, Persian, or Turkish alongside their native Kurdish dialects.2 

Historically, the traditional Kurdish way of life was predominantly nomadic or semi-nomadic, 
centered on pastoralism, particularly sheep and goat herding across the Mesopotamian plains 
and the highlands of Turkey and Iran.1 The enforcement of national borders following World 
War I significantly curtailed these seasonal migrations, compelling most Kurds to adopt settled 
agricultural village life or seek employment in urban centers.1 Despite increasing urbanization 



and detribalization, traditional social structures, often organized around tribes led by figures 
like sheikhs or agas, retain a degree of influence, particularly in rural areas.1 

C. Religious Landscape of Kurdistan 
The religious identity of the Kurds is predominantly Muslim. The majority adhere to Sunni 
Islam, primarily following the Shafi'i school of jurisprudence, which distinguishes them from 
many of their Hanafi Sunni Turkish and Arab neighbors—a distinction sometimes emphasized 
as part of Kurdish ethnic identity.4 Historically, Sufism, particularly the Naqshbandi and Qadiri 
orders, has been highly influential within Kurdish Sunni Islam, with Sufi sheikhs often playing 
significant roles as community and political leaders.4 Shia Islam, including Alevism (particularly 
in Turkey), also constitutes a notable minority among Kurds.2 

Beyond Islam, Kurdistan is home to significant indigenous minority religions with ancient roots, 
primarily Yazidism and Yarsanism (also known as Ahl-e Haqq or Kaka'i).2 Yazidism, a 
monotheistic faith with pre-Zoroastrian Iranic origins, is practiced by communities primarily in 
Iraq, Syria, and Turkey, as well as diaspora groups.2 Yarsanism is prevalent among Kurds in 
western Iran and parts of Iraq.4 Zoroastrianism, once a dominant religion in the region before 
the Islamic conquests, has seen a minor revival, particularly in Iraqi Kurdistan, gaining official 
recognition and attracting some converts disillusioned with Islam following the rise of 
extremist groups like ISIS.4 

Christianity and Judaism represent very small minorities within the contemporary Kurdish 
population, although both have a long history in the region.2 The presence of these diverse 
faiths, particularly the ancient non-Abrahamic traditions alongside the dominant Islamic 
identity, creates a unique religious milieu. This historical depth and diversity suggest a cultural 
landscape potentially more accustomed to religious pluralism compared to regions where 
Sunni Islam faced fewer indigenous religious competitors historically. This context may 
influence both the historical survival of Christian communities and contemporary attitudes 
towards conversion and religious minorities, potentially contributing to the relative tolerance 
observed in areas like the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI).6 

D. Thesis Statement 
While Christianity represents a small minority among contemporary Kurds, its historical roots, 
the emergence of modern converts (often from Muslim or Yazidi backgrounds), and the 
distinct experiences of Kurdish Christians across different regions and denominations reveal 
complex dynamics of identity, religious freedom, persecution, and inter-communal relations 
within the broader Kurdish struggle for autonomy and recognition. 
II. Historical Presence of Christianity Among Kurds 
A. Early Encounters and Pre-Islamic Roots 
Traditions and historical accounts suggest that Christianity reached the regions inhabited by 
Kurds in the early centuries of the faith. Some sources date the initial propagation of 
Christianity in Kurdish terrains to the first century AD, attributing it to figures like the Apostle 
Andrew.11 Narratives also point to the presence of Medes, often identified by Kurds as their 
ancestors, among those who heard the Apostles speak at Pentecost in Jerusalem.12 While 
direct equation of ancient Medes with modern Kurds requires caution, these accounts reflect 
the inclusion of peoples from the broader Iranian plateau in early Christian consciousness. 



More specific, though sometimes legendary, accounts exist. A Kurdish ruler named Tirdad, 
possibly from the Hawraman region, is said to have converted to Christianity in 338 AD.11 
Another tradition recounts the conversion of "sun-worshipping" Kurds by the Greek priest St. 
Mar Saba in the 5th century.11 While the precise historical veracity of each claim warrants 
critical assessment, as is common with early hagiography and historical reconstruction, their 
collective existence points towards an early awareness and interaction between nascent 
Christianity and the populations of the Kurdish highlands, predating the arrival of Islam.12 The 
geographical proximity of Kurdistan to major early Christian centers in Mesopotamia (modern 
Iraq) and Syria further supports the plausibility of such early encounters.6 This suggests 
Christianity was not entirely alien to the region before the Islamic conquests, potentially 
shaping the context for later religious interactions. 
B. Christianity Under Islamic Rule 
Following the Islamic conquests of the 7th century CE and onwards, the majority of the 
Kurdish population gradually converted to Islam, sometimes under duress.11 As "People of the 
Book" under Islamic law, established Christian communities were generally permitted to 
practice their faith, provided they paid the jizya (poll tax) and accepted a subordinate status.11 
However, over centuries, the number of Christians within the Kurdish population significantly 
decreased. 
Despite the dominance of Islam, there were notable instances of Kurds converting to 
Christianity. In the 9th century, a Kurdish military figure named Nasr converted to Orthodox 
Christianity, took the name Theophobos, and rose to become a prominent commander in the 
Byzantine army under Emperor Theophilus.11 In the 10th century, Ibn ad-Dahhak, a Kurdish 
prince ruling the fortress of al-Jafary, abandoned Islam for Orthodox Christianity. He received 
support, including land and a fortress, from the Byzantine Empire in return, but was later 
captured and executed during a raid by the Muslim governor of Tarsus in 927 AD.15 

Evidence suggests a continued, albeit minority, Christian presence among Kurds in 
subsequent centuries. In the late 11th and early 12th centuries, Kurdish Christian soldiers 
constituted a small percentage (recorded as 2.7%) of the garrison in the fortress city of 
Shayzar, near Hama in modern-day Syria.11 The Venetian traveler Marco Polo, writing in the 
13th century, also observed that a minority of the Kurds inhabiting the mountainous areas 
near Mosul were Christians, while the majority were Muslims.15 

C. Assimilation and Association with Other Christian Groups 
Over time, Christian Kurds often found themselves religiously isolated from the surrounding 
Kurdish Muslim majority. This isolation fostered closer ties with the larger, established 
non-Kurdish Christian communities in the region, primarily Armenians, Georgians, and 
Aramean-speaking groups (Syriacs, Assyrians, Chaldeans).11 Dynastic connections also 
existed; the Zakarids-Mkhargrdzeli family, who ruled parts of Armenia and Georgia in the 13th 
century and were patrons of Christian monasteries, are described as being of Kurdish origin.11 

Linguistic and liturgical assimilation frequently occurred. Aramaic, in its Syriac dialect, served 
as the liturgical language for the dominant Christian traditions of the region, notably the 
Church of the East (often historically referred to by outsiders as the Nestorian Church) and 



the Syriac Orthodox Church.11 Consequently, many Kurdish converts to Christianity adopted 
Aramaic for religious purposes and often became integrated into these non-Kurdish 
ecclesiastical structures. Kurdish converts were particularly associated with the Church of the 
East.11 

This process of assimilation blurred ethnic lines. Some individuals who identify as Assyrians 
today may have partial Kurdish ancestry.11 Conversely, historical sources suggest that many 
individuals identified as "Kurdish Christians" may have been ethnic Armenians or Assyrians 
living within Kurdish territories who adopted the Kurdish language or aspects of Kurdish 
culture, or were perceived as Kurdish by outsiders.15 For instance, researchers from the Royal 
Geographical Society in 1884 reported on a Kurdish tribe near Sivas (Turkey), believed to be of 
Armenian origin, which still maintained some Christian observances.15 

The combined pressures of conversion to Islam for the majority, the resultant isolation of 
remaining Christian Kurds, and the cultural and linguistic gravity of the larger, established 
Armenian and Syriac/Assyrian Christian communities likely drove a gradual assimilation 
process. Over generations, shared religious life, intermarriage, and the adoption of common 
liturgical languages would naturally lead to cultural and linguistic blending. This historical 
trajectory contributed to the diminishing visibility of a distinct ethnic Kurdish Christian identity 
and reinforced the perception of Christianity in the region as being primarily associated with 
Armenians and Assyrians/Syriacs, making it challenging to trace an unbroken, separate 
Kurdish Christian lineage through history.11 

III. Contemporary Kurdish Christians: Converts and Communities 
A. The Modern Phenomenon of Conversion 
In the contemporary era, the majority of individuals identified as Kurdish Christians are not 
descendants of historical Christian communities but rather recent converts.15 These 
conversions predominantly occur among individuals from Muslim or Yazidi backgrounds.15 
Several distinct trends in conversion have been observed: 

● Post-Soviet Context: Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, a wave of 
conversions to Christianity occurred among Kurds, particularly those of Yazidi origin 
residing in former Soviet republics like Armenia and Georgia.15 By 2019, it was estimated 
that around 3,600 Yazidis in Armenia had embraced Christianity.15 

● Post-ISIS Yazidi Conversions: The genocide perpetrated by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
against the Yazidis starting in 2014 led to significant trauma and displacement. In the 
aftermath, particularly among Yazidi refugees residing in camps in the Kurdistan Region 
of Iraq (KRI), another wave of conversions to Christianity took place.15 This was often 
facilitated by the activities of Christian missionaries, who reportedly viewed the influx of 
vulnerable and historically isolated Yazidi refugees as a "golden opportunity" for 
evangelism.15 By late 2015, estimates suggested around 800 Yazidis had converted in 
refugee camps.15 

● Conversions from Islam: Conversions from Islam to Christianity have also been 
reported among Kurds, particularly youth, in Northern Iraq and other parts of 
Kurdistan.15 One estimate suggested that approximately 500 Kurdish Muslim youths 



may have converted across Kurdistan between 2006 and the time of the report.15 

● Conversions in Northern Syria (Rojava): In Kurdish-administered areas of northern 
Syria, particularly in towns like Kobani, conversions to Christianity have been noted. By 
2019, reports indicated that 80-100 Kurds had converted in Kobani, leading to the 
establishment of a new evangelical church.15 

The motivations behind these conversions appear varied. A significant factor cited is 
disillusionment with Islam, particularly in response to the extreme violence and intolerance of 
groups like ISIS, or due to perceived links between political Islamism and anti-Kurdish state 
policies, such as those attributed to the Turkish government.5 Some converts report being 
drawn to specific Christian teachings or experiencing personal spiritual encounters, such as 
dreams.21 The relative tolerance and support offered by Christian groups or perceived 
alignment with Western values may also play a role.13 However, observers also note that 
instrumental motivations, such as the belief that conversion might aid efforts to emigrate or 
seek asylum in Western countries, cannot be entirely discounted in some cases.21 

The recent surges in conversion, especially following the ISIS genocide and amidst the conflict 
in Syria involving radical Islamist groups, point towards a potential correlation between 
profound political and religious trauma and an increased openness among some Kurds to 
explore alternative religious identities. The shattering impact of events like the Yazidi genocide 
or the rise of violent Islamism appears to have shaken existing socio-religious frameworks for 
some, creating an environment where alternative faiths, including Christianity (often actively 
presented by missionary groups) and, to a lesser extent, Zoroastrianism, are considered.4 

B. Denominational Landscape 
The historical Christian presence among Kurds was primarily linked to the ancient churches of 
the East, particularly the Church of the East (Assyrian) and various Orthodox traditions 
influenced by Syriac, Greek, Armenian, and Georgian Christianity.11 Early mission reports from 
the 19th century describe interactions with Chaldean (Catholic) and "Nestorian" Christians in 
Kurdish areas.23 

However, the majority of modern Kurdish converts, especially those from Muslim 
backgrounds, are associated with Evangelical Protestant denominations.11 This trend is often 
linked to the increased activity of Western and local evangelical missionary organizations in 
Kurdish regions, particularly since the early 2000s. Specific examples include: 

● The Kurdzman Church of Christ (Kurdophone Church of Christ), established in Erbil 
around 2000, considered the first evangelical Kurdish church in Iraq, with branches in 
Sulaymaniyah and Duhok.11 

● The Al-Akhwa Evangelical Church in Kobani, Syria, serving Kurdish converts.19 

● A Protestant church in Diyarbakir, Turkey, whose congregation is reported to consist 
mainly of recent Kurdish converts, led by Pastor Ahmet Güvener (who is ethnically 
Turkmen).11 

Catholicism also has a presence, stemming from historical missionary efforts (e.g., Carmelite, 
Franciscan, Jesuit missions among Yazidis in the 17th and 19th centuries 15) and potentially 
attracting some modern converts. The story of Joseph Fadelle, an Iraqi who converted to 



Catholicism under difficult circumstances, provides a relevant narrative, although his specific 
ethnicity is not identified as Kurdish in the sources.21 

Among Yazidi converts, some have joined the Georgian Orthodox Church.15 Monk Madai 
(Maamdi), ordained in 2023, is noted as the first ethnic Kurd to become an Orthodox Christian 
priest.15 

C. Population Estimates and Distribution 
Obtaining accurate demographic data on Kurdish Christians is exceptionally challenging. 
Factors contributing to this difficulty include the sensitivity surrounding conversion from Islam 
or Yazidism, the lack of official registration mechanisms for converts in many areas, ongoing 
assimilation processes, and the general unreliability of census data regarding religious 
minorities in the region. 
The overall Christian population in Iraq, the country with the most established Christian 
presence in the Kurdish-inhabited areas, has drastically declined. Pre-2003 estimates 
suggested up to 1.5 million Christians, whereas current estimates range from fewer than 
150,000 to perhaps 250,000-300,000.14 The vast majority of these are ethnic 
Assyrians/Chaldeans/Syriacs belonging to various denominations, primarily the Chaldean 
Catholic Church and the Assyrian Church of the East.25 

Ethnic Kurdish Christians constitute a very small fraction of both the total Kurdish population 
and the remaining Christian population in the region. Specific estimates for converts are 
typically localized and small in scale. For example, sources mention "a few hundreds" of 
converts in the KRI 28, around 300 people affiliated with the church in Kobani 20, the 
aforementioned 3,600 Yazidi converts in Armenia 15, and around 800 Yazidi converts in Iraqi 
refugee camps by late 2015.15 

Data from the Joshua Project, an evangelical Christian organization focused on 
ethno-linguistic groups, further underscores the statistical marginality of Christianity among 
Kurds. Their estimates consistently show extremely low percentages of Christian adherents 
across various Kurdish subgroups. 
Table 1: Estimated Christian Adherence among Kurdish Subgroups (Joshua Project) 
People Group Global Population 

Estimate 
% Christian Adherent % Evangelical 

Bajelani 79,000 0.2 % 0.0 % 
Gurani, Hawrami 327,000 0.0 % 0.0 % 
Gurani, Sarli 25,000 0.3 % 0.1 % 
Herki 116,000 0.1 % 0.0 % 
Kurd, Badini 1,958,000 0.1 % 0.1 % 
Kurd, Kurmanji 12,872,000 0.1 % 0.0 % 
Kurd, Sorani 3,698,000 0.0 % 0.0 % 
Kurd, Southern 5,810,000 0.1 % 0.1 % 
Kurd, Turkish-speaking 6,445,000 0.0 % 0.0 % 
Shabak 250,000 0.0 % 0.0 % 
Shikaki 57,000 0.0 % 0.0 % 



Yazidi 803,000 0.1 % 0.1 % 
Zaza-Alevi 265,000 0.0 % 0.0 % 
Zaza-Dimli 1,323,000 0.0 % 0.0 % 
Totals (approx.) 34,028,000 ~0.1% ~0.1% 

Source:.29 Note: Population estimates may differ from other sources. Percentages reflect 
adherence, not necessarily active practice. 
This data, while requiring cautious interpretation, highlights that despite reports of conversion 
activity, Christian adherence remains below 0.3% for all listed Kurdish groups, indicating its 
statistically marginal status within the overall Kurdish population. 
Information regarding Kurdish Christians within the large diaspora communities in Europe, the 
former USSR, and North America is particularly scarce in the available sources.2 While 
missionary organizations do target diaspora Kurds 31, and some converts may have emigrated 
21, their numbers and organizational presence remain largely undocumented in this research 
material. 
IV. Challenges and Discrimination 
Kurdish Christians, particularly converts, navigate a complex web of challenges stemming 
from religious norms, state policies, and societal pressures. 
A. Persecution of Converts (Apostasy) 
The most acute challenges often face those who convert to Christianity from Islam. In many 
Islamic societies and legal interpretations, leaving Islam (apostasy) is considered a grave 
offense, potentially punishable by death, although legal enforcement varies significantly by 
country and context.15 Even where state penalties are not applied, converts frequently face 
severe social repercussions, including ostracization, harassment, threats, and violence from 
their own families and communities, who may view the conversion as a betrayal of faith, family, 
and cultural identity.21 The harrowing experience of Joseph Fadelle, an Iraqi convert 
reportedly imprisoned by his family and later targeted for assassination attempts, exemplifies 
the potential dangers, though his specific ethnicity is not stated as Kurdish.21 Consequently, 
many converts feel compelled to practice their new faith in secrecy to avoid identification and 
reprisal.21 

Converts from Yazidism also encounter significant difficulties, facing disownment and 
mistreatment from the traditionally closed Yazidi community, which views conversion as a 
departure from their distinct ethno-religious identity.15 

Therefore, the primary obstacle for many Kurdish Christian converts, especially those from 
Muslim backgrounds, arises not always from direct state persecution (the KRI, for instance, 
exhibits relative tolerance 6), but from deeply ingrained societal norms surrounding religious 
identity, the prohibition of apostasy from Islam, and concepts of family and community honor. 
These social pressures often make conversion a perilous personal decision, irrespective of 
official state policies in certain jurisdictions. 
B. State-Level Discrimination and Restrictions 
In addition to societal pressures, Kurdish Christians face varying degrees of discrimination 



and restriction imposed by the states governing their homelands: 
● Iran: The Iranian regime systematically discriminates against ethnic and religious 

minorities. Kurds face violations of economic, social, and political rights, including lethal 
force used against border couriers (kulbars).34 Religious minorities, explicitly including 
Christian converts, are targeted for persecution, arbitrary detention, harassment, and 
denial of fundamental rights aimed at silencing dissent.33 The state fails to recognize the 
rights of converts from Islam, viewing them differently from the recognized historical 
Armenian and Assyrian Christian communities.33 

● Turkey: The Turkish government under President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has fostered an 
environment of religious nationalism that pressures non-Muslims.32 Christians are 
sometimes viewed with suspicion as a foreign or Western influence, and converts face 
intense pressure from families and communities.32 Religious minorities encounter 
bureaucratic obstacles in owning property, maintaining places of worship, and training 
clergy. The government has expelled numerous foreign Christian workers and their 
families.32 Societal hostility and incidents of vandalism and violence against religious 
minorities have reportedly increased.32 Furthermore, Turkish military operations and 
allied militias in northern Syria have deliberately targeted Kurdish and Christian 
populations, resulting in killings, kidnappings, displacement, destruction of religious 
sites, and forced demographic change.36 

● Syria (Turkish-occupied / HTS-influenced areas): In regions of northern Syria 
controlled by Turkey and allied Islamist militias (including Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, HTS), 
both Kurds and Christians face severe persecution.36 Reports detail killings, abductions, 
sexual violence, displacement, the destruction or conversion of churches, prohibitions 
on public Christian expression, and efforts to alter the region's demographics by settling 
Sunni Arabs in the homes of displaced minorities.36 Christian communities feel 
extremely threatened by Turkish aggression and the presence of radical militias.36 

● Iraq (including KRI): The situation varies significantly between federal Iraq and the 
semi-autonomous Kurdistan Region. 

○ Outside the KRI: Christians, primarily Assyrians/Chaldeans, continue to face 
significant threats, including harassment, violence from militias (both Sunni 
extremist remnants like ISIS and some Shia militias), discrimination, extortion, and 
illegal property seizures, particularly in Baghdad and the Nineveh Plains.26 

○ Inside the KRI: The KRG is generally considered more tolerant and provides a 
relative safe haven for Christians and other minorities fleeing violence elsewhere 
in Iraq.6 The KRG passed Law No. 5 in 2015 to protect the rights of components 
(minorities).10 However, significant challenges persist. Christians report 
discrimination in accessing public services, intimidation, and politically motivated 
movement restrictions.10 A major recurring issue is the illegal appropriation of 
Christian-owned lands by influential Kurdish individuals or groups, sometimes 
allegedly with the tacit consent or inaction of local KRG officials, particularly in 
Dohuk and Erbil governorates.10 While the 2015 law aimed to address this, its 



enforcement has been reported as lacking.26 Furthermore, converts face 
difficulties, such as being unable to officially change the religious designation for 
their children on identity documents.28 Concerns have also been raised about 
attempts by Kurdish authorities to "Kurdify" ethnically diverse disputed territories, 
potentially disadvantaging non-Kurdish minorities.10 

C. Societal Pressures and Identity Issues 
Beyond legal and political challenges, Kurdish Christians grapple with societal pressures and 
complex identity questions. In some areas, including parts of the KRI, non-Muslims, especially 
women, report social pressure to conform to conservative Islamic norms, such as wearing the 
hijab, to avoid harassment.26 

The question of identity is multifaceted. Kurdish Christians must navigate their position as 
ethnic Kurds within nation-states that are often hostile to Kurdish identity, while 
simultaneously being religious minorities within the predominantly Muslim Kurdish society. 
This dual minority status creates unique vulnerabilities. The historical assimilation of Christians 
into Armenian and Assyrian communities, and the resulting perception of Christianity as 
somewhat "foreign" to Kurdishness, can create challenges for ethnic Kurds embracing 
Christianity today.11 They may face questions about their authenticity as Kurds or suspicion 
regarding their motives for conversion, particularly if it is perceived as aligning them with 
external (Western) interests or facilitating emigration.21 

This situation highlights the intersectional nature of the discrimination faced by Kurdish 
Christians. They are often vulnerable based on both their Kurdish ethnicity within hostile state 
structures (like Turkey or Iran) and their Christian faith within a largely Muslim social context 
(or specifically as converts facing apostasy accusations). Their experiences and security 
concerns are thus shaped by the convergence of these distinct axes of marginalization, 
setting them apart from both non-Christian Kurds and non-Kurdish Christians in the region.33 

V. Inter-Communal Relations 
A. Kurdish Muslims and Christian Converts 
A common narrative, particularly concerning the KRI, emphasizes Kurdish tolerance towards 
religious minorities, often contrasting it favorably with neighboring Arab or Turkish contexts.6 
This tolerance is sometimes attributed to a shared history of suffering under oppressive 
regimes and a diverse cultural heritage.6 Anecdotes, such as Muslim Kurds protecting 
Christian neighbors or maintaining Jewish synagogues after the departure of Kurdish Jews for 
Israel, are cited as evidence of this ethos.6 The KRG has enshrined minority rights in law and 
provided refuge for persecuted groups.10 

However, this narrative of tolerance requires significant nuance, particularly regarding 
converts from Islam. While established, historically recognized Christian communities 
(primarily Assyrians and Armenians) often experience a degree of acceptance and protection, 
especially in the KRI compared to federal Iraq or neighboring countries, the situation for 
individuals who leave Islam to become Christian is markedly different.21 As discussed 
previously, converts face considerable societal hostility, familial rejection, and potential 
danger due to entrenched views on apostasy.21 Even within the relatively tolerant KRI, while 



authorities may register Kurdish Christian groups and generally refrain from prosecuting 
conversion 28, converts still face social stigma and practical limitations, such as difficulties in 
changing their children's official religious status.28 This reveals a significant gap between the 
official rhetoric of tolerance and the lived reality for converts from Islam. The tolerance 
extended often seems predicated on respecting distinct, established ethno-religious groups 
rather than embracing the fluidity of individual religious choice, especially when it involves 
leaving the majority faith. 
B. Kurdish Christians and Assyrian/Armenian Christians 
The relationship between the small community of ethnic Kurdish Christians and the larger, 
more established Assyrian (including Chaldean and Syriac) and Armenian Christian 
communities is complex, shaped by shared history, cultural exchange, and contemporary 
political realities. Historically, as noted, Christian Kurds often assimilated into these larger 
groups due to isolation from the Muslim majority and the prominence of Armenian and Syriac 
liturgical traditions.11 

Today, Assyrians/Chaldeans/Syriacs constitute the overwhelming majority of Christians in Iraq 
and the KRI.14 Their established churches – such as the Chaldean Catholic Church, the 
Assyrian Church of the East (headquartered in Erbil), and the Syriac Orthodox Church – are 
the primary institutional Christian presence in the region.4 

Relations between these communities and the Kurdish majority are marked by both 
cooperation and tension. Deep historical grievances persist, particularly among Assyrians who 
recall massacres and dispossession suffered at the hands of Kurdish tribes, often acting 
under Ottoman or other state authorities, during the late Ottoman period and early 20th 
century.40 Despite these painful memories, the KRG has made efforts towards reconciliation 
since its establishment, including reserving parliamentary seats for Christian minorities 
(primarily Assyrians), providing security, and acknowledging past injustices.10 

Assyrian perspectives on relations with Kurds vary. Many Assyrians living within the KRI adopt 
a pragmatic approach, engaging with Kurdish political institutions and seeing a potential 
future alongside the Kurds, while remaining wary due to historical experiences and ongoing 
issues like land disputes.10 In contrast, some segments of the Assyrian diaspora maintain a 
more antagonistic stance, focusing on historical victimhood, blaming Kurds for past and 
present woes, and sometimes denying Kurdish identity itself.40 

The emergence of new Evangelical churches attracting Kurdish converts introduces another 
layer of complexity. Leaders of the historical churches (Catholic, Orthodox, Assyrian Church 
of the East) sometimes express strong reservations about these newer groups.21 They may 
view evangelical proselytism among Muslims as disruptive to the delicate intercommunal 
balance in an Islamic society, potentially provoking backlash against all Christians. There are 
also concerns that some conversions might be motivated by expediency (e.g., facilitating 
emigration) rather than genuine faith, and skepticism towards groups perceived as having 
external backing and agendas.21 

The future trajectory of the small Kurdish Christian community is inevitably linked to the fate 
of the larger Assyrian/Chaldean/Syriac Christian population in Kurdistan. The political stability 
of the region, the effectiveness of minority rights protections negotiated by these established 



communities, and the overall tenor of relations between Kurdish authorities and the Christian 
minority at large create the broader context in which Kurdish Christians exist. Issues like 
security, land rights, and political representation, primarily addressed through engagement 
between the KRG and the leaders of the larger Christian denominations, significantly impact 
the environment for all Christians in the region, including the less numerous and less 
organized Kurdish Christian converts.10 

VI. Kurdish Christian Organizations and Leaders 
Despite their small numbers, distinct Kurdish Christian communities and leaders have 
emerged, particularly in recent decades, alongside historical figures mentioned in chronicles. 
A. Churches and Organizations 
Several churches and organizations specifically serving Kurdish Christians or actively 
evangelizing among Kurds have been established: 

● Kurdzman Church of Christ: Founded in Erbil, KRI, around 2000, this is considered the 
first evangelical church specifically for Kurdish speakers in Iraq, with branches in 
Sulaymaniyah and Duhok.11 

● Al-Akhwa Evangelical Church: Located in Kobani, Syria, this church serves the local 
Kurdish convert community that emerged notably after 2014.19 

● Protestant Church in Diyarbakir: Situated in the largest Kurdish-majority city in 
Turkey, this church's congregation consists mainly of recent Kurdish converts, although 
its pastor is ethnically Turkmen.11 

● Dêra Kurdî (Kurdish Church): A church plant based in Lebanon, primarily serving 
Kurdish refugees (mainly from Syria) and utilizing social media extensively for outreach 
in the Kurdish language.43 

● Kurdish Christian Church (San Diego): Likely a diaspora congregation serving Kurdish 
Christians in the United States.44 

● Missionary and Support Organizations: Numerous external and local organizations, 
often Evangelical Christian in orientation, are involved in outreach, translation, and 
support work targeting Kurds. Examples include Derek Prince Ministries (translating 
materials into Kurdish dialects) 31, Horizons International (supporting Dêra Kurdî) 43, and 
the Classical School of the Medes (Christian schools in KRI).19 Many other unnamed 
missionary groups have been active, particularly among Yazidi refugees and in northern 
Syria.13 

B. Notable Figures (Historical and Contemporary) 
Identifying prominent Kurdish Christian figures requires navigating historical ambiguity and 
the sensitivity surrounding modern conversion. Some notable individuals mentioned include: 

● Historical Figures: 
○ Tirdad (4th-century ruler, conversion possibly legendary).11 

○ Nasr the Kurd / Theophobos (9th-century Byzantine commander, convert from 
Islam).11 

○ Ibn ad-Dahhak (10th-century Kurdish prince, convert from Islam).11 

○ The Zakarid-Mkhargrdzeli dynasty (13th-century rulers in Armenia/Georgia, of 



Kurdish origin).11 

● Modern Figures: 
○ Sheikh Ahmed Barzani (influential Kurdish leader, uncle of Masoud Barzani, 

reportedly declared himself Christian in 1931, though the context and nature of 
this declaration may be complex).11 

○ Ahmet Güvener (Pastor of the Protestant church in Diyarbakir).11 

○ Zani Bakr (Pastor of the Brethren church in Kobani).19 

○ Firaz Omar (A founder of the Al-Akhwa Evangelical Church in Kobani).20 

○ Monk Madai (Maamdi) (Contemporary Georgian Orthodox priest of Kurdish/Yazidi 
origin, ordained 2023).15 

○ Joseph Fadelle (Contemporary Iraqi author who converted from Shia Islam to 
Catholicism and faced severe persecution; while his Kurdish ethnicity is not 
confirmed in the sources, his experience is relevant to the context of conversion in 
Iraq).21 

VII. Conclusion 
A. Summary of Key Findings 
The relationship between the Kurdish people and Christianity is characterized by a long, albeit 
often submerged, historical presence overshadowed by the eventual dominance of Islam. 
While Christianity historically existed among Kurds, assimilation into larger Armenian and 
Assyrian/Syriac communities, coupled with conversions to Islam, rendered a distinct ethnic 
Kurdish Christian identity largely invisible for centuries. The contemporary landscape is 
defined primarily by the emergence of new Christian communities composed mainly of 
converts from Muslim and, significantly, Yazidi backgrounds. This modern phenomenon, often 
associated with Evangelical Protestantism and missionary activity, appears partly fueled by 
reactions to regional conflict, political disillusionment, and the trauma inflicted by extremist 
groups like ISIS. 
Despite these conversion trends, Christianity remains statistically marginal within the vast 
Kurdish population globally and across its various subgroups. Kurdish Christians, especially 
converts, face formidable challenges. In Iran and Turkey, they encounter systematic state 
discrimination and societal hostility, compounded by broader anti-Kurdish policies. In 
Turkish-controlled parts of Syria, they face active persecution by allied jihadist militias. Even in 
the comparatively tolerant Kurdistan Region of Iraq, converts grapple with societal pressures 
related to apostasy, difficulties in full legal recognition, and issues like land disputes that 
affect the broader Christian minority. Their vulnerability is often intersectional, stemming from 
both their Kurdish ethnicity and their Christian faith. Relations with the Kurdish Muslim 
majority are complex, marked by a narrative of tolerance that often does not fully extend to 
converts from Islam. Interactions with the established Assyrian/Chaldean/Syriac Christian 
communities are similarly layered, involving historical grievances, contemporary cooperation, 
and tensions over issues like proselytism and political alignment. 
B. Broader Implications 
The experiences of Kurdish Christians mirror several broader trends impacting the Middle 
East. These include the dramatic decline of ancient Christian communities due to conflict, 



persecution, and emigration; the destabilizing impact of religious extremism and political 
instability; the notable rise of Evangelical Christianity, often through conversion; and the 
persistent challenges surrounding minority rights and religious freedom in the region.37 The 
KRI's relative tolerance, while imperfect and facing internal and external pressures, stands as 
a potential, albeit fragile, counter-narrative to regional trends of increasing sectarianism.10 

The phenomenon of conversion among Kurds, driven partly by disillusionment with existing 
political and religious orders, raises significant questions about the future trajectory of 
religious identity in Kurdistan and potentially other parts of the Middle East. It suggests a 
possible weakening of traditional ethno-religious affiliations in response to profound crises, 
opening spaces for individuals to explore alternative spiritual and communal frameworks. 
C. Future Outlook and Areas for Further Research 
The future for Kurdish Christians remains highly uncertain and contingent upon the volatile 
political and security dynamics of the Middle East. Their security and ability to practice their 
faith freely depend heavily on the policies enacted by the states governing Kurdish regions 
(Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Syria) and the stability and inclusivity of governance structures like the 
KRG. Societal attitudes towards religious conversion, particularly from Islam, represent a 
critical factor that will shape their lived experiences. 
Further research is essential to gain a more comprehensive understanding of this community. 
Key areas include: 

● More reliable and nuanced demographic data on the actual number and distribution of 
ethnic Kurdish Christians, both in Kurdistan and the diaspora. 

● In-depth qualitative studies on the motivations, experiences, and long-term identity 
formation of convert communities. 

● Specific research on the experiences and challenges faced by Kurdish Christian women, 
who navigate intersecting ethnic, religious, and gender dynamics. 

● A deeper analysis of the role and impact of international missionary organizations and 
diaspora networks on Christian communities within Kurdistan. 

● Continued monitoring of religious freedom conditions and inter-communal relations in 
all parts of Kurdistan. 

Addressing these knowledge gaps is crucial for accurately assessing the situation of Kurdish 
Christians and for informing policies aimed at supporting religious freedom and minority 
rights in this complex and strategically important region. 
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