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A Peacemaker and Visionary Remembered
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Neve Shalom/Wahat al-Salam, Israel – This week marks the ten year anniversary of the death of Father Bruno Hussar, founder of the “Oasis of Peace,” the only community in the world where people engaged in extreme conflict have made an effort to put their differences aside and come to live together. 

As the Israeli-Palestinian conflict persists and uncertainty looms over the region, the realization of one man’s dream – that Israelis and Palestinians could live together in peace – deserves recognition and reflection. Bruno Hussar was an Egyptian-born Jew, who converted to Catholicism and became a priest. In the early 1970s, he settled on a barren hilltop in the center of Israel (halfway between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem), and established the community of Neve Shalom in Hebrew, Wahat Al-Salam in Arabic, “Oasis of Peace” in English.  As Bruno describes it, “Jews, Christians and Muslims would live in peace, each one faithful to his own faith and traditions, while respecting those of others.” 

On February 8th, the “Oasis of Peace” village marked the 10th anniversary of Bruno’s death and remembered the important vision and the inspiration that he continues to give. “Thanks to Bruno,” said resident Dafna Karta-Schwartz “[and his] power of faith and hope, we live on this hill and raise our children…The power of [his] dream and vision stays with us, the belief in love between people, the belief in search and acceptance.”

Bruno spent more the six years living on the hillside alone waiting for Palestinian and Jewish families to join him. It wasn’t until 1978 the first Jewish and Palestinian families came to live with him, with no water or electricity, but drawn by the desires to raise their children in a community committed to peace and equality.  Current residents that were among those first families recall the early years in this way. “I remember looking up at the village from the road below and seeing only one small light, and that was big because it was the first light,” said Rayek Rizek, a Palestinian resident. “I was pregnant with my first child, and I was hauling buckets of water to our little house,” adds Nava Sonnenschein, one of the first Jewish resident to move to NSWAS. “You really had to have a big vision to come to live here.”  

Today, 54 families – half Jewish and half Palestinian, all citizens of Israel – live, work and raise their children together in Neve Shalom/Wahat al-Salam, with 300 on a waiting list to join it. The School for Peace, a world renowned conflict management institution in the village, continues its important work of bringing Israelis and Palestinians, Jews and Arabs, together for dialogue programs that break down stereotypes and allow opportunities for the two sides to discuss difficult issues openly and honestly. The impact of this institution is significant, reaching 40,000 participants to date.  The village also spreads its message through a bilingual, bicultural Primary School/Junior High School for Jewish and Arab children, which was the first of its kind in Israel, and the Bruno Hussar Pluralistic Spiritual Center, which carries on Bruno’s belief in interfaith dialogue as a method of peacemaking and reconciliation. 

“Here in Neve Shalom/Wahat al-Salam, we have one aim,” Bruno wrote in his will, “peaceful reconciliation between our two peoples. In order to work fruitfully towards this aim, we need to have mutual understanding and consideration…This means LOVE.” 
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Father Bruno Hussar outside his first home in the mid-1970s in the “Oasis of Peace.” 
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