
The recent Building One Community Breakfast Benefit held this past Wednesday at the Stamford 
Marriott was a truly inspiring experience.  The energy in the room with over 450 individuals 
attending was palpable.  The speeches were deeply moving.  From the testimony of a recent 
immigrant’s determination to succeed and offer a better future for his children, to the Land of 
Opportunity award recipient--Russian immigrant, Yelena Klompus, who works as the World 
Languages and Literacy Librarian at the Ferguson Library--and her recognition of the important 
collaborations between nonprofits, public/private partnerships, and within institutions that need 
to take place to offer people opportunities, there was much to be impressed by the work of the 
young nonprofit Building One Community. 
 
However, what was most impressive was the keynote speech by Princeton professor Dan-el 
Padilla Peralta (see more about Dan-el here).  He is the author of the recently published 
Undocumented:  A Dominican boy’s odyssey from a homeless shelter to the Ivy League, and his 
speech chronicled this journey.  Padilla was eloquent, witty, and poignant.  His story is one of 
amazing success, given the challenges of his youth.  Indeed, one of the powerpoint slides of his 
presentation referenced the over thirteen residences--including homeless shelters--during an 
unstable period in his youth, as his parents (and then his mom alone) tried to make ends meet and 
provide stable shelter for their children.  
 
Peralta left much for those attending to ponder, and his delivery was so disarming that I suspect 
there were plenty of observations that still linger, unattended to.  However, three sage 
recognitions still echo within my consciousness.  
 
The first is such a simple truth:  We are all immigrants.  Peralta may have been hearkening back 
to the reality that we all, at some point in our genealogy, are from somewhere else.  Yet, 
Peralta’s comment probed a deeper existential reality.  Yes, some are from here and others are 
from there, and we can be very focused on defining who is in and who is out depending on one’s 
location at a particular point in time.  But the truth of our humanity is that we are all journeying, 
and home is a very elusive concept.  We may come to understand ourselves based on 
relationships, work, and even where we live.  Nevertheless, we are also people without a country. 
The spiritual upshot of such a perspective is captured well in the famous quote from Augustine, 
“You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our heart is restless until it rests in you.” 
Wayfarer, journeyer, itinerant, wanderer, pilgrim, and, yes, immigrant.  All of us are these. 
 
The second insight came as Peralta described his own journey from homelessness in New York 
City to the elite educational environs of the Ivy League.  Rather than play up his perseverance, 
determination, and grit, Peralta deconstructed the myth of American rugged individualism and 
exceptionalism in one word:  LUCK.  He will never be the poster child for how everyone can 
make it if he or she tries hard enough, simply sticks to it, and applies him or herself.  Hardly. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dan-el_Padilla_Peralta


Peralta said as much.  His success is not to be seen as a shining light for all to imitate (and by 
extension an excuse to demean or dismiss all who have not been as fortunate as he).  Peralta’s 
luck came in the shelter.  A man took an interest in him, encouraged his mother to apply to the 
private New York City school, Collegiate, and helped make his presence there possible.  Because 
of this fortunate fluke, Peralta moved into a whole other realm that he could not have imagined. 
It is clear to him that had this man not crossed his path, Peralta would more likely be dead or 
eeking out a toilsome life as a forgotten individual on the margins of society.  
 
Which led to Peralta’s final point:  everyone in that room (and everyone who can read this) and 
all of us have opportunities to embody that type of support that changes lives.  We may not be 
able to do it in the way of supporting a child through private school, but certainly the continuum 
from giving gifts to an organization concerned about bettering people’s lives like Building One 
Community, to volunteering with programs that help people, to giving what we have “earned” 
(an interesting concept if you apply Peralta’s calculus over the fullness of our experience), to any 
number of ways of engaging the world around you to make it better for others is the very essence 
of what makes our journey as fellow immigrants meaningful.  I don’t know what Peralta’s 
religious leanings are.  I do know that when he spoke in this way, he reminded me of Jesus’ use 
of the Parable of the Good Samaritan to respond to the lawyer who asked him, “And who is my 
neighbor?”  Seems a fitting end to where Peralta began.  We are all immigrants.  And we are all 
neighbors.  Peralta’s message was clear:  let’s act that way. 
 
 


