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L
IKE SO MANY OF THEIR
fellow Americans, Minne-
sotans have been fighting and
dying in Iraq and Afghanistan
in the wars against terrorists

and insurgents who claim Islamic identity
and have burst into the public consciousness
since September 11, 2001.

Nevertheless, last November, the voters
of the 5th District of this progressive and
iconoclastic prairie state elected the first
Muslim member of the Congress, putting
fire to a fuse that has set off an explosion of
controversy. 

For Rep. Keith Ellison (Democratic-
Farmer-Labor Party-DFL), the transforma-
tion from community activist and state legis-

lator to subject of national controversy has
been an intense experience. He has already
survived two national media firestorms,
accusations of anti-Semitism by association
and the scrutiny of people curious (at best)
and openly hostile (at worst) to the implica-
tions of his candidacy and election.

For Ellison, part of the key to his own sur-
vival and political ascendancy has been a
stark rejection of traditional identity politics.

“For me, being a Muslim is not an identity. It
is a relationship to the Divine,” he says in an
interview with The Jerusalem Report. “So,
for example, I don’t see myself as necessari-
ly representing a group of people, other than
my constituents who are Jewish, Muslim,
Hindu, Buddhist or of no religion at all.”

And perhaps this is the reason that,
according to Ellison’s communications direc-

tor, neither Ellison nor his office will respond
to questions of his faith or religious practice.
It is public knowledge that while Ellison’s
wife is not a member of the faith, his four
children are being raised as Muslims.

Yet the question of Ellison’s Muslim
identity became a national controversy when
it became known that he planned to take his
symbolic Congressional oath of office by
swearing on a Koran — not a Bible.

Conservative commentator Dennis
Prager wrote that Ellison’s decision
“will embolden Islamic extremists
and make new ones, as Islamists,
rightly or wrongly, see the first sign of
the realization of their greatest goal
— the Islamization of America.” Fox
News host Sean Hannity asked a
guest whether he would have “al-
lowed [Ellison] to choose, you know,
Hitler’s ‘Mein Kampf,’ which is the
Nazi bible.” And CNN host Glen
Beck said to Ellison: “What I feel like
saying is, ‘Sir, prove to me that you
are not working with our enemies.’”

For all the fury directed at him,
Ellison emerged politically un-
scathed; he took the oath on a Koran
that was once part of the library of
American Founding Father and third
president Thomas Jefferson.

“I think people’s better nature took
over,” Ellison says. “And I think that
when people began to see the Thomas
Jefferson Koran they said, ‘Wait a
minute, religious tolerance is more
deeply rooted in American history
and culture than religious intolerance.
The intolerance stuff is new.’And they
thought, ‘Hey, this is sort of em-

barrassing after so long, let’s move on.’”
The attacks didn’t stop with the media,

however. One of Ellison’s congressional col-
leagues, Virgil Goode (R-VA), wrote in a let-
ter to his constituents, “If American citizens
don’t wake up and adopt the Virgil Goode
position on immigration there will likely be
many more Muslims elected to office.” 

Speaking to The New York Times, Ellison
observed that Goode had missed the point by
conflating his election with immigration pol-
icy; Ellison’s African-American family has
been living on the continent since 1742. He
added: “I’m looking forward to making

James Norton Minneapolis
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KORAN OATH: U.S. Congress Speaker Nancy Pelosi, left,
swears in Representative Keith Ellison in January,
as his wife, Kim, holds Thomas Jefferson’s Koran
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