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DUBUQUE — It was a milestone that meant a lot to Lil-
iana Peterson. On May 24 of last year, Peterson, an immi-
grant to the United States, became an American citizen at 
a ceremony held in Cedar Rapids. 

But U.S. citizenship was an achievement that might not 
have been possible for Peterson had it not been been for 
the assistance she received from Immigration Legal Ser-
vices (ILS), a program of Catholic Charities of the Archdi-
ocese of Dubuque. 

“Thanks to Immigration Legal Services, I was able to 
complete that big step,” she said. “It means a lot to me 
that they’re there to help immigrants.”  

Peterson, 29, was born in Mexico but moved to Texas 
when she was 13 years old to live with her mother, who 
had immigrated to the U.S. earlier. As an adult, and while 
still living in Texas, Peterson met the man who would be-
come her husband, and the two eventually moved to Iowa, 
her husband’s home state. 

While Peterson was a lawful permanent resident, she 
wished to become a U.S. citizen but discovered that the 
naturalization process was expensive and cost more than 

“It’s hard to get to it. And when I was so close, I found out 
I didn’t have the resources to pay the money to complete 
that important step.”

She explored her options and learned about Catholic 
Charities’ Immigration Legal Services. “They came up 

-
grants with consultations at no cost, believing that all in-
dividuals should have access to free legal information and 
to know what their legal options are, whether Immigra-
tion Legal Services is ultimately able to assist them or not. 
For eligible immigrants who pass a screening process and 

fee scale based on their household income.   

Peterson said she is grateful for the help she re-
ceived. “I believe in God,” she said, “and I know he 
was the one who put in my path Catholic Charities.” 

Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of Dubuque has 
been providing services to immigrants like Peterson for 
about the past decade, with the current Immigration Legal 
Services program having been formalized approximately 

those attorneys, Yer Vang, also serves as the program’s di-
rector. 

wake of the Vietnam War, was herself born in a refugee 
camp in Southeast Asia. She and her family were reset-
tled in Iowa when she was 4 years old. Vang said that her 
family’s refugee experience imparted on her the power of 
a helping hand. 

“I think when you’ve gone through that personal expe-
rience yourself, it really sheds light on the importance of 
why you want to be able to help other immigrants and ref-
ugees navigate that same path,” she said. 

ILS provides immigrants with a variety of family-based 
and humanitarian legal services. Some of the most com-

-
cations for green cards, citizenship, work permits, and 

services include legal assistance to unaccompanied mi-
nors and asylum seekers.

Many immigrant clients seek help from ILS in extend-
ing existing documents to maintain or renew a recognized 

legal status. Other immigrants do not have a visa but are 
eligible for one but are unsure of how to apply. Immigra-
tion Legal Services can assist them along a legal pathway 
to permanent residency and possibly even citizenship. 

There are also unaccompanied minors living in the 
archdiocese who qualify for a visa, even though they may 
not have had a visa to enter the country. U.S. laws allow 
them to obtain legal status provided they have a legal 
guardian in the United States and meet other eligibility 
requirements. 

For some clients, Immigration Legal Services may be 
able to help obtain relief from deportation while visa and 
legal status applications are pending.

Vang said she knows that immigration can be a con-
troversial topic, and she believes there is often a miscon-
ception about the work Immigration Legal Services does.  
“The truth of the matter is,” she said, “what we’re trying to 
do is help immigrants, whether they’re undocumented or 
documented, reunify and keep families together. And the 
law provides that for us.”
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Immigration Legal Services ministry helps woman become U.S. citizen

Liliana Peterson, an immigrant from Mexico who 
now lives in Dubuque, obtained U.S. citizenship 
with the aid of attorneys from Catholic Charities. 
Peterson poses with the judge at her citizenship 
ceremony held in Cedar Rapids on May 24, 2019. 
(Contributed photo)

“I think when you’ve gone 
through that personal  
experience yourself, 
it really sheds light on the  
importance of why you
want to be able to help
other immigrants and
refugees navigate that 
same path.”
— Yer Vang, Immigration Legal Services director
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DAVA member reflects on his missionary work in Kenya; religious to host ‘Mass pilgrimage’
By Greg Darr
Special to The Witness

The following is part of a monthly 
 series on vocation awareness sponsored 
by the Dubuque Area Vocation Associa-
tion (DAVA).
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Greg Darr is a Minnesota native and 
U.S. Army veteran. As a Maryknoll lay 
missioner in Kenya, Greg worked with 
a church-sponsored program assisting 
displaced and refugee communities to-
ward developing local initiatives in rec-
onciliation and peacemaking.  Greg now 
serves on the Vocation Ministries Team of 
the Maryknoll Fathers & Brothers and is 
a member of the Dubuque Area Vocation 
Association (DAVA).

Greg
Darr

Immigration Legal Services ministry helps woman (Con’t. from p. 4)

Immigration Legal Services is a  
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