For Immediate Release:

Contact: John Bracken



818-325-8884 or john@oasisofpeace.org

Journalist Turned Peace Activist Fights for Peace

“Peace is possible. We can find a resolution to this crisis raging in Israel-Palestine,” says Deanna Armbruster so emphatically that you can’t help but believe her. As the Executive Director of a not-for-profit organization, Armbruster has spent the better part of the last eight years reaching out to people across America to spread this message of goodwill. But even for an optimist like Armbruster, that sounds like a lofty goal when you are talking about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

 “I don’t think we’re going to see anything seriously change for the better for a while --- a long while,” she relents. “But, I simply have to believe that, ultimately, we can find resolution.” 

But what she really wants to talk about is Neve Shalom/Wahat Al-Salam. That’s both Hebrew and Arabic for a community called “Oasis of Peace.” Located in Israel, the “Oasis of Peace” is a small village where 50 Arab and Jewish families have lived together for the last 30 years. Armbruster is the Executive Director for the U.S. support group that supports this community.

“We always hear the bad news, but when do we ever hear about projects working to bring people together?” she questions. “What inspires me about Neve Shalom/Wahat Al-Salam is that it is almost the only place where I see Jews and Palestinians, Israelis and Arabs respecting each other,” she said. 

How did this 34-year-old, native Mid-westerner, with no particular religious connection, end up working for peace in the Middle East? It was 1996, as a student at California State University--Northridge, she began work on a book, the recently published Tears in the Holy Land: Voices from Israel and Palestine (Arnica Publishing 2004).

“I was seeking stories from Jews and Palestinians – people who could really open up and tell me about their lives and experiences living in the holy land,” she says. “I never expected my life to take this direction.” As she researched the book traveling throughout the region collecting oral stories, Armbruster stumbled across the village “Oasis of Peace.”

“I thought it was an interesting place,” she says. “But it took me some time to realize what the people who lived in this community were all about.” After that first visit, her life somehow changed. She started volunteering for the American Friends of the “Oasis of Peace” which ultimately lead to her current position. All the while she continued work on her project – the book that she calls ‘Tears.’ 

“What I wanted out of the book, is what I saw in Neve Shalom/Wahat Al-Salam,” she says. “There are two narratives in this conflict – one from the Palestinians and one from the Jews. Until both sides are willing to listen and hear the other side, it’s not possible for the situation to improve,” she says. “That’s what I found at the community and that’s what I wanted to demonstrate in this book.”

Balancing her work for the American Friends, while interviewing more than 120 people on more than a dozen trips to the region was never easy though. “I kept finding myself on this teeter-totter. It was always easy for me to identify with one side and then quickly flip over and immediately identify with the other side,” she explains. 

With a sigh, she thinks hard before she continues. “You see I think there are two experiences that profoundly affected me,” she says as she starts to talk about her visit to a concentration camp. “As I stood over this pond filled with human ash, I couldn’t hold back the tears and barely kept myself from choking. The only other time I felt similarly was during the times I’ve visited the [Palestinian] refugee camps. I saw these little children jumping barefoot through open drains of sewage, and it made me physically sick.” 

“I don’t mean to compare the two experiences necessarily though, it would be unfair to them both. I’m talking about apples and oranges,” Armbruster pushes further. “I only connected them much later when I looked at my life and tried to figure out how I ended up here. The connection that I see is that both people have suffered. Both peoples have rights, and both people have done things that are tragically wrong. Ultimately, we all need to work through that.” 

And that’s how she ended up finishing her ‘Tears’ and focusing on her passion – the ‘Oasis of Peace.’ “Today I see the value in watching these children at in this village grow up together. And, I hope that this book can somehow also show the importance of respecting both sides.” 
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