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friends with Representative Goode or at least
getting to know him. | want to let him know
that there's nothing to fear. The fact that
there are many different faiths, many differ-
ent colors and many different cultures in
Americaisagreat strength.”

recently returned from arecent trip to the
Middle East as part of House Speaker
Nancy Pelosi’s party delegation.

Outside his office in a working class
neighborhood in North Minneapolis, it's
snowing. Inside, a blizzard of congtituentsis
coming and going, a group as diverse as the
district he represents — the 5th Congress-
ional district of Minnesota. Over a period of
just a few hours, people of al manner of
races, ages and religious persuasions flow
through the office; as a visiting journalist
waits for an interview with Ellison, a young
woman dressed in an abaya and headscarf
sits just a few chairs down from a stooped
old white man clutching a cane and an
artist’s portfolio full of anti-war sketches.

Amid the hustle and bustle, Ellison, 43 —
who converted from Catholicism to Sunni
Islam at age 19 — seems stretched thin by
work and travel but nonetheless enthusiastic
about his recent trip to the Holy Land.

“I had the opportunity to go to the Al-
Agsa mosque at the Dome of the Rock —
it's beautiful... — and | was sitting there
talking to the caretaker, and | told him that as
a Mudlim from America it was a very
moving and spiritual experience for me to
be there” he says. “And he said: ‘“Well, I'm
glad for you, but there are people who live
less than a mile from here who can’t come
here’”

He pauses for amoment. “ Of course, you
know, Israel has real security concerns.
That'swhy it's hard. It'd be easy, otherwise,
but they’re legitimate security concerns... it
just seems like a shame that people are hav-
ing to live that way.”

Ellison treads lightly on questions about
the relationship between Israel and the
Palestinians. His cautious approach — low-
key, carefully chosen terms that sometimes
revea his training as a litigator — comes
through when he is asked for an opinion on
the barrier that separates the West Bank and
Israel.

“Honestly, | don't have one because |
haven't studied it,” he says. “I don’'t know
enough. To draw conclusions about causality
needs more than just aone-timevisit. | heard
that the drop in violence began before the
wall was erected, and | aso heard that the
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wall has caused the reduction in violence. |
don’'t know the answer to that question. |
think that it bears study.”

And when pushed asto whether he agrees
with the Palestinian characterization of the
founding of the State of Israel asanakba, or
disaster, Ellison threads a delicate needle:
“Well, I'll say that | don't think it was that
way, and | hadn’t thought of it that way, but
there’s no doubt that the creation of the State
of Israel has resulted in a changed reality for
the Palestinian people. | mean, how can any-
body say that that's not true?’

He does, however, quickly point out that
he feels the Bush administration has failed
Israel by emphasizing military solutions and
largely checking out of the diplomatic
process. “l think that there’'s room for
weaponry and fences in the short-term if
they're necessary and can be justified,” he
says. “I think in the long-term, everybody
wants good neighbor relationships as
opposed to the guns and bombs and barbed
wire. | just believe that. | don't have any
proof of it. | just believeiit. | think the Bush
Administration has not done a good job for
Israel, or for the Palestinian people, by sim-
ply being absent at the peace table”

While in lIsrael, Ellison carefully met
with awide group of Isragli paliticos, includ-
ing Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, Foreign
Minister Tzippi Livni, and Deputy Prime
Minister Shimon Peres. He also met with
Palestinian Authority Mahmud Abbas and
other Palestinian officials.

Before Ellison could become a globe-
trotting member of Congress and one of the
most talked about members of the incoming
Democratic class of 2006, he had several
hurdles to clear. But one of the most formi-
dable was winning over Minneapolis's thriv-
ing Jewish community — influentia in his
district and divided over Ellison’s youthful
ties with the controversial Nation of Islam.

In debate, Ellison’s Republican opponent,
Alan Fine, said that “Ellison is part of a hate
group,” and was therefore unfit for Congress.
He was referring to Ellison’s complicated
relationship with the often anti-Semitic
Nation of Idam, a relationship that once
even included defending the group’s reputa
tion in editorials and public meetings.

Ellison addressed concerns about this
relationship with the group in a letter to the
Jewish Community Relations Council. In it,
he admitted his failure to scrutinize the posi-
tion of the Nation’s leadership and regretted
failing to repudiate the hateful views of the
group in a more timely manner. Critics on
the right have charged that the letter is
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actively deceptive in the way it defines the
length and depth of Ellison’s support for the
group, and his knowledge (or lack thereof)
of its anti-Semitic beliefs.

But the letter has been cited by a number
of prominent local Jewish supporters as evi-
dence that Ellison’s change of heart was sin-
cere. Rep. Frank Hornstein, a Democratic
member of the Minnesota House of
Representatives and the husband of a Reform
synagogue rabbi in Minneapalis, is one of a
number of alies in the Jewish community
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who worked to support Ellison’s candidacy.

“First of al, he has been agood friend of
the Jewish community and remains a good
friend of the Jewish community, throughout
hislegidative career,” saysHornstein. “Keith
had avery very strong interest in confronting
Holocaust denial.” Two months after they
were both elected, Hornstein says, there was
acase of Holocaust denial by Arlon Lindner,
a Republican member of the House of
Representatives, who said that persecution
and execution of gays by the Nazis “never
happened.” Ellison filed and pursued an
ethics complaint against Lindner and the
Republican Party dropped its endorsement
of Lindner in the 2004 election, which
he subsequently lost when he ran as an
independent.



