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Dedication

As opposed to a novel, in real life, the heroes’ lives undergo 
transformations and evolve even after their tale has come to an 
end. Unimaginably tragic circumstances have led to the premature 
passing of Abed al-Sala’am Naj’r and Ahmad Hijazi, two of this 
book’s interviewees, between the completion of this book and its 
publication. Speaking to them and becoming acquainted with them 
– two leaders, daily activists for peace who were profoundly hopeful 
for its realization. Aishe and Maram, the spouses of Abed al-Sala’am 
Naj’r and Ahmad Hijazi, who are also interviewed in this book, have 
become widows. In the horrific accident that took the life of her 
husband, Maram also lost her son Adam, who is mentioned in her story 
as well. The stories of Abed, Ahmad, Aishe, and Maram are presented 
in the book as related to me during my interviews, and the signs of 
these tragedies have been etched deeply in the small community of 
Wahat al-Salam-Neve Shalom though they are not part of the book’s 
discourse. May this book be a living monument to the work of those 
who are no longer among us. 
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Foreword

For years I have occasionally come to Neve Shalom for seminars and 

conferences on various topics. The winding road into the village passes 

through hills before the village comes into view on the left. When, 

finally, the entrance gate is opened, the town greets its guests with a 

spectacular show of red, violet, pink, and white bougainvillea. Then 

the main square appears as does the sign for the “School of Peace” ,a 

hidden little café at the side of the square that declares it is “Open”. 

The residential area is somewhat farther from the entrance, hidden 

by the thick vegetation.

The place induces peace within me.

In the old days, I would take in everything I saw on the way to 

my destination; the impression of two women speaking Hebrew 

standing by the central mailboxes, adolescents walking on the inside 

roads conversing in Arabic, humble single-family homes and a well-

maintained environment, as though nature continues to dominate. 

Who are the people living in this diverse community? Where did 

they come from, and why? How do they get along in this binational 

community? What can be learned from their experiences? It was 

not until the winter of 2010 that I found the time to address those 

questions, when an old friend from the village suggested I write about 

the town. This planted the seed for this book about Neve Shalom, the 
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life stories of its inhabitants - not unlike the book, Kibbutz Makom: 
Reports from an Israeli Kibbutz, Schocken Publishing, 1983. After 
consent was given by the community’s members, and following a 
year of work that included approximately forty personal interviews, 
the book was written.

The Initiative to Write the Book: Meeting  
with Yigal 

Tell me, why did you want me to come here and write a book about 

this place?

Yigal responds promptly: I think it is necessary to spread the concept 
of this village of ours, and let it become public knowledge. Perhaps 
this story you write will inspire one or two individuals to establish a 
similar community. Hopefully, your readers will realize this kind of 
living can be imitated. 

This place is of great importance. If you live here, though, you witness 
a great extent of bitterness, dissatisfaction, and argumentativeness. 
Through the years, tensions have aroused here, and they may put 
the very existence of this community at risk. Yet it is important to 
point out, immediately, that  they do not only exist between Jews and 
Arabs, but also between older residents and newer ones; between 
Eastern European (Ashkenazi) Jews and Oriental-descent Jews, and 
between women and men. But it doesn’t matter, as tensions always 
exist in small communities. This is not the main thing. One should 
focus on building his or her own territory, rather than on tension 

from the left or right wing. 

So, am I here to ease the tensions and the anger?

Yigal: I did not think you would heal the community, although 
I have heard some rumors that in ‘’The Children of Kfar Etzion 
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(Haifa University and Keter, 2006) you laid the community on the 

psychologist’s couch… I think this place has quite a lot to be proud 

of, despite some press publications, which, of course, exposes us to 

the wide public precisely when a riot breaks out. The bottom line is 

splendid. I wanted you to relate of how people willingly live here, 

together; that my neighbor and myself are not really separated by 

any border; I pick his lemons and he picks mine; I watch his place 

when he goes away, and he watches mine; that my closest friend is 

a Muslim Arab. None of us needs to conceal his identity during the 

encounter, or carefully choose words, or speak hypocritically, or walk 

on eggshells, lest the other party is offended. I think there is something 

to it; as a matter of fact, there is a lot more to it. I just know this is 

the impression you will receive when you come here and listen to 

us, one by one. Others may view that as romantic, but for me these 

are facts of life. If the whole country was anything like Neve Shalom, 

then our travails would come to an end. 

Well, then, I hope I neither disappoint you, nor the others…

Yigal: Here is another reason I have had in mind for quite a while. I 

think there are more than two stories here. There are also know-it-

alls here, who recite the so-called official stories, but there are many 

other voices, original versions of the overused stories, and perhaps 

you, as an outside observer, with your reputation, will be able to break 

through the barrier, and write a story that will allow some room for 

everyone. I know you. The story you will write will not pose a threat 

to anybody.

The above is cited from the conference with Yigal, which took 

place in Yigal’s basement. While I was flattered by the conference, it 

made me face high expectations, which I feared. The allure of this 

place as described by Yigal in just a few short sentences, casted quite a 

powerful charm on me. On the other hand, as Yigal hinted, I knew that 

I would have to face an argument about the so-called true narrative 
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of the village. Eventually, my inner yearning for a challenge and my 

own personal curiosity led me to undertake the effort.

The Flotilla Metaphor

When my city friends heard about the book I wanted to write, they 

offered their support. Some of them said, “What is known about this 

village if anything at all? How do Jews and Arabs live there together? 

What happens there when there are tensions or a war out there? 

They come into the public attention only when a scandal breaks 

out…” Without any further research and questioning, they would 

immediately mention two of those so called scandals –the scandal 

that broke out regarding the commemoration of Tom Kita’in, which 

they remembered vaguely since it happened sixteen years ago (to be 

further discussed in Chapter Two), and a more recent affair regarding 

the Gaza Flotilla signs in June, 2010. According to the sources I came 

across – and I am not sure of the extent of their accuracy – following 

the IDF takeover of the flotilla which sought to break the siege on 

Gaza in 12 June 2010, a headline in one of the daily newspapers 

read as follows: “The Gaza Flotilla: Winds of War at Neve Shalom.” 

The article implied that the IDF takeover of the flotilla strained the 

relations between the residents of the Neve Shalom village, “which 

was founded as a symbol of coexistence between Arabs and Jews.”

The term “symbol” is, of course, imprecise – Neve Shalom is not 

a symbol, but rather, a fact of life. – But let the issue be dropped for 

the time-being. The article addresses a sign placed at the entrance to 

the village, written in Hebrew, English, and Arabic stating that  “The 

residents of Wahat al-Salam/Neve Shalom publicly protest against 

the murder of the ‘Freedom Flotilla’ activists and call for the lifting 

of the Gaza Strip siege.” According to the report, Jewish residents of 

the village asked for the Village’s General Secretary to remove the 
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sign, or at the very least change its content. The next day the word 

“murder” was replaced with the word “killing.” This modification 

would not please the residents who objected to the wording of the 

sign, and a grave argument erupted. As a response another sign was 

placed, stating: “We, residents of Neve Shalom, object to posting 

signs that are one-sided. We object to the violence by extremists from 

the ‘peace’ flotilla against IDF soldiers, and call for the immediate 

release of POW Gilad Shalit.” This sign was forcefully taken down, 

and the outcome resulted from that act can only be imagined. Was 

there a wording that would accurately reflect the ideologies of all the 

residents, and satisfy them all?

I would later come to realize that “Jews” and “Arabs” were not 

necessarily conflicting parties, in the sign war, since the political 

ideologies in the village do not overlap the nationalistic distinction. 

May the complex situation in the village be portrayed accurately 

within Israeli society’s context of, its own complexities, in the second 

decade of the twenty-first Century? It is not perceived solely in terms 

of “words” and “signs’’ but bear greater ramifications related to “blood” 

– or in this case, to money. I would discover that as a result of the “Sign 

War” several tourism contracts, which were supposed to enhance the 

village’s budget, were canceled. Even foreign donations, upon which 

the village relies, was adversely affected by the poor publicity.

To me, this story placed a greater emphasis on the importance 

of a book that would portray Neve Shalom in a balanced, historical 

perspective, and its everyday life, not necessarily at times of strife 

and crisis. It also revealed the many tensions and sensitivities I would 

encounter, the challenge of writing them, and the damage I may 

cause if I am mistaken. I took a heavy but vital burden upon myself. 
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Basic Facts about Neve Shalom

Wahat al-Salam-Neve Shalom is a cooperative village consisting of 
Jews and Palestinian-Israeli Arabs possessing Israeli citizenship. It is 
located near Latrun, between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, falling under 
the jurisdiction of Mateh Yehuda Regional Council. The village 
consists of approximately fifty families, made up of roughly even 
numbers of Jewish and Arab families, some of which are Jewish, 
while the others are Muslim and Christian. The village was founded 
as a meeting place in 1969 by the Dominican Priest Bruno Hussar 
(1911-1996) born as a Jew in Egypt. Members began calling the village 
their home in 1977. New residents are admitted to the village on the 
basis of their willingness to live permanently in the community, in 
an ongoing dialogue, to actively seek equality between the different 
nationalities and religions. The ideology of the village is to promote a 
dialogue and coexistence between the Jewish and Palestinian people, 
by maintaining each party’s own unique identity and tradition. The 
village emphasizes binational and bilingual educational activities 
beginning in preschool, through elementary school, and up to the 
youth center “Nadi.” “The School of Peace” is located at the village 
center, offering a wide range of activities and workshops for adults 
and adolescents from Israel and overseas, addressing the subjects of 
understanding and enhancing the relations between the two peoples. 
The Spiritual-Pluralistic Centre in Memory of Bruno Hussar is also 
located in the village, as well as a small hotel and a small, humble 
café. The activities in the village are aimed at promoting two peoples’ 
peace and understanding.

Some of the members work outside the village, while others pursue 
educational, hospitality, and administrative positions in the village 
(for various reasons, the latter are more predominantly represented by 
the interviews in this book). The village stands out for the high level 
of education of its members, most of whom are college graduates, 
physicians, university lecturers, etc.
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Recently, a village expansion plan was approved, and the land 
stretching from the village to the monastery has been allocated for 
that purpose. This is a two-phase plan, with each phase absorbing 45 
families into the village. Half of the families who intend to join Neve 
Shalom are the “New Generation,” namely, the sons and daughters of 
current village members. The other half consists of new candidates. 
Even with the upcoming extension, the even ratio between Jewish 
and Arab families will be maintained. By the time this book was 
completed, expansion construction had not begun yet, although 
essential arrangements had been made and prospective families had 
been chosen.

Peace and War in Neve Shalom

I soon learned a basic fact: In Neve Shalom people do not agree on 
anything, except agreeing to disagree. Even this research and the idea 
of writing a book about the village were not met with unanimous 
consent from the residents but only from a narrow majority.

When the idea for the book came up, I had a meeting with the 
community council, initiated by my friend Yigal, a community 
member and resident, where I laid out my desire to conduct a study 
of the life stories in the village. The meeting, which took place in 
the morning, was attended by two Jews and two Arabs. All but me 
were men. Others who were invited did not show. I explained that 
each community consists of a diversity of voices, personal stories 
that relate tales of actions, values, motives and various goals, which 
I would attempt to assemble and represent in my book. Those tales 
would form a dense, colorful human tale, constituting the collective 
story of Neve Shalom.

At the conference, some clearly expressed their support for the 
idea, while others spoke of concerns about negative exposure, and 

consequently, a damaged image of the village. The party supporting the 
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idea emphasized the ideology of the village, and the desire to spread 

this value through this book throughout Israel, and perhaps even 

overseas. They argued that the multitude of voices and conflicting 

accounts may in fact reflect authenticity and credibility to the 

readers. The bottom line, they stated, is that it is indeed possible to 

live together in spite of the intricacies and complexities, since the 

village has existed and thrived for the past thirty years. The party, 

wary of the idea, was concerned that some interviewees would 

slander the village, or emphasize stories of anger and injustices done 

to them in the past, which would harm them, the other residents, 

and the village itself. They also spoke about the connection of events 

occurring on the national level, which do harm to the peace process, 

and its effects on the village. They noted the human, and by extension 

media, tendencies to connect with the sensational or negative aspects 

of reality. On the one hand, the prominence of Neve Shalom as a 

unique binational community was presented as the core value that 

should be given exposure to wider audiences. On the other hand, the 

people present argued that because of this uniqueness “journalists 

were always watching, looking for any sign of failure.”

The council heard my arguments, which were based on my experience 

with other communities I researched. I didn’t underestimate the 

dangers that lie in exposure, but I did express hope that the end result 

was to spread the message of peace and a permanent place in history 

would justify the labors. The discussion was loud and heated, and 

reinforced my hopes and fears since I began thinking about writing 

the book. Towards the end, though, I got the impression that I had 

a green light to write the book. This was also the message I received 

a few days later from the community chief , encouraging me to go 

on and promising me that I would receive full cooperation from the 

secretariat. 

Following the meeting I drafted a letter to be sent by email to all 

of Neve Shalom’s residents. I believed then that the internet was the 
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acceptable form of communication in the village, reaching all the 

residents reliably. It turned out – as almost any other preconceived 

notion I had about Neve Shalom – that was only partly true.

The following is a transcript of my letter:

Dear Neve Shalom Members,

My name is Amia Leiblich. I am a psychologist and an author. I address 

life stories and different communities. As you may know, I have been 

researching and writing about Israeli society and its different facets for 

many years. I have written books and papers about the Kibbutzim Beit 

Hashita, and Gilgal, as well as an oral history of Kfar Etzion. My books are 

always based on personal interviews that I conduct with members of the 

community. Through the presentation of individual characters and their 

intertwining stories, a narrative is told; a narrative that can be regarded 

as the identity of the place. Each person bears and relates a different story. 

They are all equally important and true. The final product is a collection 

of personal stories and a collective memory, as given to me. The oral 

history, the way everyday people discuss their lives and their community, 

and the meaning that they give to their past experiences – are all more 

interesting to me than the factual history of the place.

The initiative of my friend Yigal yielded an idea to write a book about 

Neve Shalom – which is known for being one of a kind in Israel. To my 

delight, it is still possible to speak to the founding generation of the village, 

as well as to the members who joined later. It is clear to me that the story 

of your village is unique and important. I understand that the village is 

now at the dawn of a new era of growth and development, and I believe 

that this is an opportune time to stop and look at the present. The main 

purpose of the project is to tell a special story about this place to the Israeli 

public, and perhaps even introduce it to the larger world. It is clear then, 

that you, too, the local residents, will be granted the opportunity to express 

and mold your story, and also to study in depth the viewpoints of each 

other about the past, present, and future of Neve Shalom.
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Given this opportunity, I wish to examine the readiness of the adult 
members of the community to participate in this study. My plan is to 
organize personal meetings to talk with all adult members about Neve 
Shalom. These meetings will of course be scheduled at your convenience. 
During these meetings I will ask to hear your life story in the most open 
way possible, and also record it for research purposes. I assume that 
each conversation will take roughly one to one and half hours, and one 
or two meetings will be needed. I do not know Arabic and therefore the 
conversations and writings will be done in Hebrew.

It is important to note that when finishing writing the book each 
participant will be granted the opportunity to read his or her parts, and to 
make the appropriate corrections or remarks, before the book is published. 
If requested, aliases can also be used.

If at least fifty percent of the members agree, we will begin the research, 
which I hope to conduct in 2011.

Sincerely,
Amia Lieblich

After distributing the letter, I requested to appear and introduce 
myself and share  more details about the project at the “Meeting on 
the Hill” [Town Hall Meeting].

About twenty-five people attended the meeting. The discussion 
regarding my project was so short, that by the time the discussion 
ended, the water kettle had not even boiled. I was presented as a 
well-known writer who has worked in different communities, and 
later I spoke about my goals. Of the comments and replies made, I 
remember mostly the “contradictories,” as they are often referred to 
at the School of Peace, among which were the following: Who gave 
me the right to conduct such a research? What was I hoping to gain? 
What is my hidden agenda? What are my political beliefs? What is 
my knowledge of the Arabic language and the Palestinian culture? 
How would I balance the different voices being heard? Although this 
confrontation made me feel uneasy, these questions were predictable 
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and I answered them the best I could. I told myself that opposition 
is only natural and justified at this point, particularly due to the 
fact that a foreign researcher, like myself, is asking to pry into their 
personal and internal affairs. I also understood the special sensitivity 
the village has with donors and friends of Neve Shalom in Israel and 
overseas, and understanding that damage to the village’s image could 
hurt them financially. I repeatedly told them that each community 
is multi-faceted, consisting of different opinions and stories. I also 
explained that it may not be all be positive, and without conflict in 
the book, as, when written, it would be a completely unrealistic, 
unreliable story. Finally, after I left the meeting and the attendees for 
further deliberation regarding my proposal (to this day I do not know 
if this deliberation actually happened), it was decided to examine the 
number of people who agreed to be interviewed as an indication as 
to whether to approve or disapprove my project.

To my utter surprise, one of the town’s eldest members requested 
to immediately meet me at my home, emphatically stating that he 
himself was in the midst of collecting data for a book just like mine. 
“You forcefully invaded the territory,” he told me. As a resolution 
to this situation, he suggested we work together and that he would 
provide me with all the data he had collected to date. I explained 
that the book I planned on writing had to be a reflection of the way 
I conduct the research – and as a person outside the community – 
the descriptions and conditions  will be shaped from the interviews 
I conduct. I tried to explain further, that an outsider is more likely to 
make authentic observations, relatively to someone from within the 
village who knows the various characters and the different agendas, 
and naturally involved in everyday life and the different conflicts 
there. All my efforts to explain my position failed. This meeting 
caused me embarrassment, but would not change my plans and was 
supported by the council. I would later perceive this as a sign and 
metaphor for all conflicts that I would encounter in almost every 
facet of the village life. 
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Within a month the number of participants reached the aspired 

fifty percent, and I received a message that I may proceed with the 

research. I was given the blessing to begin, and along with a list of 

members, and their phone numbers, who agreed to participate in the 

study. That is how I began, and during 2011 I finished the interview 

stage. The opposition of the afore-mentioned member would cast 

a shadow on the process, and whenever I met him in the village he 

ignored me. This dark shadow is also an allegory of the reality of the 

community, where, as in every other community where people live 

and work, isn’t always idyllic. 

The research was conducted as expected, and the accounts given 

by the interviewees were fascinating. A year later, when I approached 

them with drafts of their personal stories to get comments or approval 

for publishing, I reencountered the tensions and difficulties that 

accompany the communal existence of this brave, ideological, and 

complex community. The process was greatly prolonged – perhaps 

a symptom that characterizes the sensitivities and intricate disputes 

that exist there. I was even told once that some were opposed to be 

interviewed as I was a “well-known” right-wing supporter, as I wrote 

The Children of Kfar Etzion, which deals with a settlement beyond 

the Green Line [1949 Armistice line].

Controversies exist here on such basic matters, such as: in what 

language should the village be run in? What is taught and what isn’t? 

What is recognized and what isn’t at the binational bilingual School, 

attended by the community’s children, among others? What holidays 

are celebrated in the village, and how are vacation days selected? 

What is the position on Jewish children being drafted to the IDF, or 

regarding national service by local education grads? Can the village 

commemorate a fallen soldier killed on duty? Is there an official 

position that requires collective participation in a demonstration on 

a social or political issue? Should workers living outside the Green 

Line [That is, non-Israeli Palestinians] be employed? There were 


