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We are each part of America’s journey.

We did not leave history behind, like unwanted baggage

at immigration’s door.

Our particular pasts and our shared present are wedded

in hyphenated names:

African-American,

Irish-American,

Italian-American,

Korean-American,

Polish-American.

We are not always on a first-name basis with one another.

But we quickly become acquainted in playgrounds and

classrooms, in college dorms and military barracks, and

in offices and factories.

We feel at home.

Jean Nganji “Are you Hutu or Tutsi?”

The question was raised by a teacher when Jean Nganji was a

seven-year-old schoolboy in Rwanda.

“Go home and ask your parents,” the teacher commanded.

The next day, he recalls, “I said, ‘I am Tutsi.’” Nganji’s parents

then pushed him hard to excel academically.

“Why?” he asked. 

“Just listen,” they said. “Don’t ask questions.”

The answer soon emerged, as Nganji was forced to repeat

grades, despite his competence, because he was Tutsi. When

he realized that a Tutsi admissions quota made it difficult to

attend college in Rwanda, he was accepted at a small school

in Massachusetts with the help of his friend Andre, who had

moved to America.

The two young men became college roommates soon after

Nganji arrived in the United States, in October 1989. But

Andre was Hutu, and a year later, with the outbreak of war,

the friendship ended.

The genocide started on April 6, 1994. On April 15, Nganji

learned that his parents and youngest brother were killed.

The daughter of his eldest brother, who perished, was saved

by her nanny, a Hutu woman who claimed the four-year-old

was her little sister.

Today, Nganji lives near Boston. He tells his story at schools

in America and travels regularly to Rwanda on a project that

helps Tutsi and Hutu youth tell their stories through film. “I

have found therapy and peace talking to young people.”

“Do not fall into the traps of ignorance,
bigotry, and racism.”
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In some parts of the world, our differences would

be threatening.

We feel enriched.

In America, our differences resonate in our names,

language, food, and music. They inspire art and produce

champions and leaders.

We feel free to disagree.

We are a family, and what is a family gathering without

debate?

Gurpreet Singh Ahuja was completing his residency

in New Delhi, in 1984, when Indira Gandhi was assassinated.

Reports that the prime minister was shot by Sikhs set off

reprisals throughout India. “As a physician in the hospital, I

saw the charred bodies of those young men and women.”

The violence contradicted his experience growing up. “As a

Sikh, we’re reminded to respect all faiths. They’re all paths to

the same central truth.”

He and his wife, Jasjit Singh, also a doctor, moved to New

York, in 1986, where they continued their medical training

before moving to Washington, D.C., and then to Southern

California. They visited family in India annually.

“Every time I stepped foot back on American soil it would give

me a great sense of exhilaration and liberation.”

That feeling was tested in the aftermath of 9/11 and the rash

of hate crimes that began with the murder of a Sikh living in

Arizona. The events evoked memories of 1984. Says Ahuja,

“I never lost faith in the system in America.” 

He helped establish the California Sikh Council to promote

tolerance and educate people about the Sikh faith, and now

serves as president of the council. Jasjit Singh is vice presi-

dent of the Central Orange County Interfaith Council.

“As a relatively recent immigrant, I am very appreciative of

the opportunities that this country has given me,” says

Ahuja. “Our value system must remain steadfast. That’s what

distinguishes us from most any other country in the world.”
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We believe in fairness.

In America, the loudest voice does not always have the

last word, and every voice has a right to be heard.

We act with hope.

Not because life is perfect, but because we are free to

face life, and all its imperfections, on our own terms.

We rely on faith.

In a sturdy and tested framework of law and government

that works because of the confidence we place in it and

in each other.

Nina Totenberg “Ninotchka, we’re proud of you.”

Nina Totenberg still cherishes her father’s words. She had

just endured a period of intense scrutiny after her reporting

led to testimony by law professor Anita Hill, during the con-

firmation hearing of Justice Clarence Thomas.

Her father, Roman Totenberg, a world-renowned violinist,

performed across Europe by age eleven. A Polish Jew, he left

Europe in 1935. “He saw the rise of Hitler,” says his daughter,

“but he came to America because it represented a kind of

equality and meritocracy that did not exist in Europe.”

Nina Totenberg’s mother, Melanie, shared her interest in

American politics. “I remember my mother watching the

Army-McCarthy hearings on TV all day every day, explaining

to me what was going on,” says Totenberg. “I knew who all

those senators were and I was eight years old.”

At 16, reading The Making of the President, the classic book

about the 1960 election, Totenberg confirmed her childhood

desire to be a witness to history. “I wanted to be a reporter

from the time I realized that I couldn’t be Nancy Drew.”

For the past three decades, Totenberg has reported for

National Public Radio and is best known for her coverage of

the Supreme Court. “There are a lot of injustices in the

world and in this country,” she says. “The ones that I can do

something about—I will try to do something about.” She

credits  her father, who still teaches at age 97.

“You can’t get my dad to do something
he thinks is not right.”
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John Lewis Growing up in a large family on a small farm

in rural Alabama, John Lewis cared for the chickens.

When his parents wanted to sell or trade chickens, or have

one for dinner, “I would protest,” Lewis recalls. “They were

creatures of God, and we didn’t have a right to abuse them.”

Lewis was fifteen in 1955, when Emmett Till, a black teenager,

was brutally murdered in Mississippi, Rosa Parks refused to

move to the back of the bus, and Martin Luther King, Jr.,

organized the Montgomery bus boycott. Listening to King on

the radio, “It was like he was saying, ‘John Lewis, you can do it,

“You, too, can make a contribution.’”

Lewis went to Nashville, to study nonviolence and become a

minister. He participated in sit-in demonstrations, Freedom

Rides, and the creation of a campus group called the Student

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. 

“Even when I was being beaten, I saw these individuals

almost like the chickens,” he says. “They were innocent crea-

tures and something happened to them.”

As chairman of SNCC, at 23, Lewis stood with King and other

civil rights leaders on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial dur-

ing the March on Washington in August 1963, preaching,

“Wake up, America.” He has exerted leadership in Congress

since 1986, representing the district around Atlanta. “We’ve

made progress,” says Lewis. “The world is so different from

the world I grew up in.”

Still pursuing his vision of a “beloved community,” Lewis

asserts, “We need to turn toward each other to create a

greater sense of community and belonging.”

12

We are each responsible
for keeping America on course.

“Are we there yet?” the children ask. 

We know the answer.

We pursue justice.

But still have a way to go.

We celebrate freedom.

But endlessly debate what it means to be free. 

Our table is brimming.

But not everyone receives a fair portion.
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Progress can be slow as we propose and protest,

argue and advocate.

But we are grateful to be part of this vigorous democracy.

We enjoy its unparalleled privileges and accept

its obligations:

To pursue our dreams while helping others.

To advance our convictions while respecting others.

To prepare our children for the gift of the American

journey.

Tasneem Shamim In the late 1990s, at about age 40,

Tasneem Shamim began to feel spiritually empty.

She missed a sense of compassion and universality, which

she remembered from her childhood in India and could not

find in the mosques in New Jersey, where Shamim, a doctor,

lives with her husband and three children.

“One of my early memories is going with my grandmother to

the small villages. My grandmother started organizations to

help women out of poverty and oppression.”

To help reconnect with her feelings, Shamim visited the holy

sites in Mecca and Medina, and she decided to cover her

hair. Her mother and sister were concerned about potential

antagonism, and one friend asked, “Do you have to go to

chemotherapy?”

For Shamim, the head scarf is an opportunity to prompt and

answer questions about Islam. Most important, it makes her

more conscious of her roles in life.

“You become a doctor mostly to please God. God says, ‘You

cannot help Me, but help the creatures that I have created.’”

Shamim also began studying Sufism, a spiritual strand of

Islam. At the urging of a Sufi leader that she express her reli-

gion in good works, Shamim established the Muslim

Women’s Coalition, a national organization devoted to com-

munity service and mutual respect.

“People accept that America is a quilt.”
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Eduardo Padrón “I was very shy.”

Eduardo Padrón, president of Miami Dade College, recalls

his own university experience. 

He was fourteen, in 1961, when his parents sent him and his

younger brother from Cuba, not knowing when, if ever, the

family would be reunited. “My mother’s last words to me at

the airport,” recalls Padrón, “were ‘You are going to the Unit-

ed States without a penny. 

“Knowledge is something that no one can
take away from you.’”

In Miami, the boys were taken in by another recent immi-

grant. Padrón enrolled in school, worked several jobs, and

struggled to learn English. While he succeeded academical-

ly, making a speech at a campus club tested his confidence.

“I was shaking so much, the microphone fell to the floor.”

When the audience applauded warmly, “I felt so good,” says

Padrón. The feeling remains. “There’s hardly a day that I

don’t meet a student who I see as a reflection of me.”

At MDC, Padrón has balanced the career development cur-

riculum with life skills. “I learned the hard way that knowl-

edge is important,” says Padrón. “But how you use it is

equally important, to become a well-rounded citizen, and

someone who’s kind and cares about others.”

Early next year, Padrón will become chair of the Association

of American Colleges and Universities and intends to use

this platform to advance his vision.

“Higher education is no longer a luxury,” Padrón asserts. “If

our nation is going to lead, we need to educate as many peo-

ple as possible. It’s all about opportunity.”
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We are the stewards of America,

her ideals and institutions, her cities and natural beauty.

We are entrusted to understand America’s past and guide

her future.

To create an ever more just America that is secure and free,

abundant and caring for all her inhabitants.

We are thankful for the freedom to worship.

We are thankful for the freedom to speak our minds.

We are thankful for the freedom to change our minds.

We are thankful for the freedom to chart our lives.

We are thankful for the freedom to work for a better world.

We are thankful for the freedom to celebrate this day.

In America, each of us is entitled
to a place at the table.

For additional copies of America’s Table®, to read more profiles,
and to view the America’s Table® videos, visit www.ajc.org or
www.americastable.org. For more information about America’s
Table®, contact Ken Schept at scheptk@ajc.org or 212 891 1446.
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