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Jews and Palestinians Can Live Together in Peace

In 1978, when Abdessalam and Aishe Najjar, moved to a barren hillside halfway between Tel Aviv/Jaffe and Jerusalem, they hoped to create a different reality for their children. “When I first came to the village, there wasn’t anything; it was just an empty piece of land and it was almost impossible to imagine how this place could become a community,” said Abdessalam. “But we wanted our children to grow up in way that showed that both sides, Jews and Arabs, could live together. 

Abdessalam and Aishe’s four children – Shireen, 24; Laila, 21; Nur 18 and Hamoudi, 10 -- were raised together with Jewish children in the “Oasis of Peace.” The three older daughters still live in the community today with their parents, and their youngest son is enrolled in the community’s Primary School. Abdessalam has been instrumental in developing the educational facilities in the community and serves as Mayor of the village. Aishe has worked as a Kindergarten teacher in the NSWAS bilingual, bicultural Primary School since its opening 20 years ago. 

“My best friend is Adi,” says Laila Najjar. “We have known each other since the Kindergarten, and we have done everything together throughout our lives. We have always been best friends.” Laila is talking about Adi Frish, 22, who is Jewish and who also grew up in the community with her brother, Sagi, 24, and sister, Hila, 28. “My parents came to the village at the same time as Laila’s parents,” said Adi. “My mother (Tamar) is a nurse, and my father (Ilan) works on building the infrastructure of the village. They moved here from a kibbutz. They were idealistic and didn’t realize how hard it was going to be. But they stay because they really believe in peace.”

Adi and Laila are much like all of the other children who grew up together in the “Oasis of Peace,” now reaching their early and mid-20s. They attended the Primary School together where they learned to speak both Arabic and Hebrew. They’ve spent a lifetime celebrating each other’s holidays and traditions, from costumes at Purim, to gifts at Christmas, or breaking the fast together at Ramadan, these youth learned to respect each other while being true to themselves. 

Today this small generation is coming to age at a time of great regional strife and uncertainty. The Jewish youth have completed, or are in the process of completing their compulsory military service, and many of the Arab youth are pursuing university educations.  Both are working in new jobs, and some are starting families of their own. “Today, I am very proud because my sister is having a baby. This baby will be the beginning of a third generation in our village, ” said Adi.

“I remember when I left the Primary School at Neve Shalom/Wahat Al-Salam to go to school outside of the village, I was in the 7th grade,” said Sagi Frish. “I had to learn so many new things. I had to learn how to dress, how to act around so many other kids, and how to be ‘cool.’ But the biggest change was not being around my Arab friends. In many ways, I had the same experience in the army because I had to deal with life beyond my village.”

Sagi finished his military service in 2001, but remembers how difficult it was for him. “I wanted to serve my country. It is my duty, but it was also very hard because of the special way that I grew up,” he said. “When I was in the army, it was clear to me that I would not forget the place that I came from, and that I can serve my country while still respecting my friends. This is what Neve Shalom/Wahat Al-Salam is all about, and I think about it in all that I do in my life.”  Laila adds, “we deal with all of these issues in the community. We don’t push them aside. It was the hardest thing when Adi went to the army, and while I didn’t always want to hear about all of the things that she was doing, I did want to know about Adi.” 

“In Israel, there is a daily reality of violence,” said Sagi. “But in Neve Shalom/Wahat Al-Salam, there is a daily reality of cooperation.” 

Laila, Adi, and Sagi all agree that they want to continue to live in the “Oasis of Peace.”  “I want my children to have this same experience,” said Laila. And, Adi quickly adds, “I know that not everyone can grow up like we did, but I hope that others can look at us as an example of what is possible.”
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