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Thank you, Sarah, for inviting me to be a part of this special day.

It’s really a thrill and an honor for me to be here today. It reminds me that over 100 years ago, a
man named Max and a woman named Sarah walked through the Immigrant Inspection Center at
Ellis Island in New York.

It was a long and exhausting journey. Days of travel from the Russian city of Belarus to the port at
Antwerp, Belgium. Days at the port waiting for the ship to be ready. Another ten days on the sea.

They came to America to flee the tyranny and oppression of the Tsar. They traded the lives they
had built in Russia for their faith in the idea of America—a land of opportunity and a place to build
a home.

They were my grandparents.

Little by little after arriving in America, they began to carve out a place in their new country. My
grandfather became a house painter. My grandmother—speaking very little English—purchased a
sewing machine and worked as a seamstress.

By the time my mother was born, the United States had become their home. My mother married
my father, also the child of immigrants. He went on to graduate from college and served this
country his entire life: first as an officer during World War 1l and then in the government.

In less than a generation, this country had become their home. Not just the place they lived and
worked, but a place where they were able to practice their faith, put down roots, find opportunity,
and feel great pride in serving.

When I think of my grandparents, I think of courage. The audacity to leave everything they knew
for something so uncertain humbles me.

I see that courage again, here, today. In this hall this morning, we have men, women, and children
from 78 countries—including Russia, just like my own family. Many of you left something behind
to come here: language, community, even family.

Your presence here reminds all of us that our nation’s strength was not achieved in spite of our

diversity; our strength is built upon it. It comes from explorers and seekers—people willing to
seek new beginnings and build a brighter future.
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Your journeys have not always been easy. And | am certain that there were times when the debate
over immigration in this country doesn’t sound particularly welcoming. That’s a debate we need
you to help shape and change.

And you may have seen some things that weren’t completely right with America. But | believe, as
President Clinton once said, that there is nothing that is wrong with America that cannot be fixed
by what is right with America.

And part of what is right with America is that we recognize the importance of what you bring to
us. As President Obama said at a ceremony just like this one, “Our American journey, our success,
would simply not be possible without the generations of immigrants who have come to our shores
from every corner of the globe. We say it so often, we sometimes forget what it means—we are a
nation of immigrants.”

I remember several years ago, at my children’s public school, the students were asked to bring in
the flags of the countries from which their families had emigrated. We ended up with more than
70 flags. It was a powerful visual representation of what our community and our country are.

And today, I am proud that when I say “our country”—I mean all of ours.
During the naturalization process, | know you were required to take a brief test on your civics
skills. Some of you were asked about the opening words of the Constitution: “We the people, in

order to form a more perfect union...”

See, our founders knew America wasn’t perfect, but they challenged us to constantly work to make
it more perfect.

Ladies and gentlemen, through your work, your passion, and your participation, | encourage you to
continue to help us make this country a better place, for yourselves and for generations to come.

Because it is my hope that someday in the future, at a ceremony just like this one, your child or
grandchild will stand up here and recognize that your courage not only broadened the horizons of
your own lives, but secured an even greater opportunity for theirs.

My fellow Americans: Congratulations and best of luck to you all.
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