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Marissa Hacker poses at the Fantastic

Friends Prom

INSET: Marissa and Matthew weren’t the

only king and queen of the prom. Marissa

had crowns for everyone, so every person

was either a king or a queen of the prom!

Repairing Their World

Tweet 0

Tikkun olam is a Hebrew phrase
whose translation is

“repairing the world.” Meet three
extraordinary young ladies

from South Jersey who are doing
just that.

By KATHY WEYER

In the wake of

shootings at

Sandy Hook,

Aurora, DC and

Boston, it’s

reassuring to

know that there

are young people

who practice

Tikkun olam, and

who are making

their mark on the

world in a positive

way

Marissa Hacker:

Fantastic Friends

Now 17, Marissa

Hacker of Voorhees

is a senior at

Eastern Regional

High School. Two

years ago, she was

getting ready to go

out with friends to

celebrate her 15th birthday when she found her twin brother

Matthew in tears. Matthew has autism. “I’ll never have friends like

you do,” he said. He had no plans to celebrate his birthday, and no

real friends.

That was Marissa’s epiphany. At that moment, she decided to do

something for not just Matthew, but all teens and tweens who,

because of their special needs, are seen as “different” and are

isolated from typical friendships and outings. “I’ll get you some

friends,” she said, giving him a big hug. “Just you wait.”

“I had seen a lot of kids in school who were isolated because they

were classified as different and it made me sad. It was time to do

something about it.” Marissa formed a Facebook group to match

up volunteer neurotypical teens with special needs teens and

tweens. She got her school involved, her friends helped, and when

she graduates this year, Fantastic Friends (FF) will go on while
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she’s away at college.

FF has monthly social get-togethers. They’ve had programs at

indoor play arenas like Pump It Up and Sahara Sam’s; they’ve

enjoyed miniature golf, 70s dress-ups, hayrides and parties at

Build-a-Bear Workshop. And in June of this year, Marissa threw a

prom at The Mansion in Voorhees, complete with DJ, photographer

and centerpieces. Everyone dressed in their finest, and each was

crowned king or queen of the prom.

Though FF has no religious affiliation and welcomes all who are

interested in joining, the Jewish Community Foundation, Inc.— so

impressed with Marissa’s efforts—has become its sponsoring

organization and will help it apply for IRS 501(c)3 tax status.

According to JCF Assistant Executive Director Amy Deren Milgrim,

MSW, MBA, “JCF will be assisting with the development of FF, as

well as handling all charitable donations.” This will help Marissa

continue FF when she goes to college next year.

As for this year, Marissa was recently named New Jersey’s National

Child Awareness Month (NCAM) Youth Ambassador! She will

receive a grant to help her fund programs for Fantastic Friends in

2014, and has been invited to Washington, DC for training. NCAM

is a project of Youth Service America (YSA), which will work with

Marissa and the other 50 youth ambassador’s (one from each

state plus DC) throughout the year. In her award letter to Marissa,

AmandaMcDonald, Senior Manager of YSA Grants, said, “We

received many wonderful applications but yours stood out as one

of the best.”

And word of FF continues to spread. Marissa has been approached

by people from other states inquiring how they can organize a

similar organization in their own communities.

“I just get out of her way,” says Gerri, her mother. “Yes, I sign

checks and contracts because she’s not of age, but other than

that, she’s totally in charge.”

Look inside your heart and realize, it takes ONE person, ONE thought

and ONE dream to do something big. So if you are dreaming it, turn it

into reality and do it.

Excerpt from Marissa Hacker’s Speech at the 2013 Fantastic

Friends Prom

Marissa describes herself as having a lifelong passion for

volunteering. She plans to major in speech-language pathology

and/or special education. But no matter what, she wants to keep

this organization going.

“I’m sort of a new age person: vegan, crazy and helpful.

Everything I do is about love. I love seeing people fulfill their

potential,” she said.

Her grades have not suffered for the hours she spends on this

project. She sees her organization growing into a world-wide

awareness of acceptance for people of all abilities, and hopes that

every person can have a fantastic friend. “Everyone has the right

to have good relationships and develop friendships along the way.

People with disabilities are no different.” Her brother is helping, and

she is working with him to develop some new skills to help

continue the program.
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Katie Snow presenting one of her

“Pillows for Patients” to a new

mom at Lourdes Hospital in

Camden.

Marissa says her role model is her mother, a stay-at-home mom

who loves and supports her children to no end. “She is a very

strong woman who supports everything I’m doing. She modeled

for me the love and care that goes into living.” Marissa has

admired the work of Thoreau, Bob Marley and Ghandi, who are all

about love and doing for others. She is involved in Autism Speaks,

BBYO (a Jewish youth organization) and the Success Club at

school. She has received a YSA Award, a Huggable Hero Award

and several other awards. She also has ABA (Applied Behavior

Analysis) and Discrete Trial training under the instruction of Lovaas

Institute for Early Intervention. Marissa has spoken to a group of

doctors at Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia on her perspective of

what it’s like living with a sibling who is autistic, and besides her

training for her NCAM project, she is scheduled to do some guest

speaking at a lobby in Washington, DC.

Not bad for a girl who just turned 17.

Katie Snow:

Pillows for Patients

Eighteen year old Katie Snow

has been a Girl Scout for 12

years. She is a brand new

graduate of Woodbury

Junior-Senior High School,

and last year was seeking a

project to help her achieve

her Girl Scout Gold Award,

the equivalent to the Boy

Scouts’ Eagle Scout honor.

“I wanted to do something

for the local hospital and

make a difference. I wanted

to do something to comfort

people who are sick or in pain. The Gold Award is structured so

that whatever project I chose would continue perpetually,” she

said. But the local hospital already had a blanket and pillow

program, so she went to the Lourdes Health System, with

hospitals located in Camden and Willingboro. They did not have a

comfort program, so she started one.

Teddie Belz, RN, is the mother of one of Katie’s brother’s Boy

Scout friends. Teddie works at Lourdes Hospital in Camden and

became Katie’s mentor. Under Teddie’s

supervision, Katie developed a comfort pillow for patients to hold

against their incisions to support and protect them in case of a

laugh, sneeze or nausea. Her pillows have proven to be very

popular and effective and the nurses are asking for more.

“It’s a pillow, it’s not much,” says Katie. “But it seems to make a

huge difference.”That pleases Katie, whose sole mission is to

“make the world a better place.” Her faith guides her in everything

she does, and this project has become larger than life. “I initially

wanted to make 100 pillows for the maternity ward, but so far

we’ve done over 220, and we’re still going strong.”

Donations come from her church, whose quilting committee

donates large portions of fabric and stuffing. Katie and her group

of friends help create the pillows, which are made of cotton fabric

and hypoallergenic fiberfill and are stuffed with just the right

amount, summoning images of Goldilocks—not too soft and not

too hard—just right for patients to hold against themselves as

http://www.girlfriendzmag.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Pillows-for-Patients.png
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they move.

“I gave pillows to two teen moms,” said Katie. “It was amazing how

much those pillows meant to them. It makes a big difference, yet

it’s such a small offering.” Now the cardiology department wants

pillows.

“My mother taught me to follow up, make sure the details are

taken care of and I would not have been able to do it without her.

She is kind, loving and helpful.”

A local church was contemplating taking the project on as Katie

went off to start her first year of college this fall. She’s attending

Elizabethtown College and is majoring in music education. She

wants to be a high school music teacher and choir director. “I want

to make the kids shine,” she says, “and everyone can shine.”

And Katie is already a shining star.

When Rachel Ehrenberg was told that she

was too young to volunteer at a hospital,

she started a group of her own to

volunteer at children’s hospitals.

Rachel Ehrenberg:

Heart to Heart

Rachel Ehrenberg, a senior at Cherry Hill High School East, is 17

and a woman to be reckoned with. Nothing stops this whirlwind.

“When I was 14, my mother took me for Mitzvah Day at our

synagogue to a hospital to visit patients. I wanted to volunteer

there, but I was told I was too young.” So what did she do? She

went to her school and got an advisor to sponsor a school project

and formed a group of volunteers. She created her own vision,

and the initial group of about 10 teens visited children at the

Bancroft School, a residential facility for children with

developmental and intellectual disabilities.

Since then, Heart to Heart has been to two children’s hospitals in

Philadelphia—St. Christopher’s to spend time with the patients in

their playroom, and Shriners to decorate the public spaces.

Rachel’s group has had holiday parties for hospitalized children,

has helped at a school carnival and has worked with the children

on oneon- one activities.

Rachel sees herself working with children and is thinking about

majoring in deaf studies. She also plans to study sign language at

college. “Deaf people, like everyone else, have so much love they

can give to the community. I am going to help them.”

Her friends and peers who have helped in the club tell her they

have gotten more out of it than the children have. It has opened

their eyes to helping others, and that’s just fine with her. She

http://www.girlfriendzmag.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Rachel-Ehrenberg-.png
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describes herself as caring, friendly, and dedicated. She credits her

mom, Barbara, as having a huge influence on her choices. Rachel

describes Barbara as loving, caring and someone to look up to.

Rachel is very passionate about her Jewish heritage. She credits

her mom with inciting that passion, too. Rachel went to Israel last

year to work with children, and a Jewish program in the Pacific

Northwest this past summer.

Barbara describes Rachel as “Compassionate, persistent and a

lifelong volunteer. She has always been that way. I have no idea

where the idea of working with sick and disabled kids came from; it

was all her.”

During Heart to Heart’s first year, a teacher served as a wonderful

advisor, but they have since lost her. Rachel is hoping to have a

new school advisor during the upcoming year so the program can

continue. If Rachel is true to form, Heart to Heart will have a new

advisor, or she will find another way to keep it going. Bet on it. An

Expert Weighs In Victoria Handfield, PsyD, is a business, health

and wellness coach and a licensed clinical psychologist. Taking a

look at the bigger picture, she had this to say about our three

heroines: “The Taliban shot Malala Yousafzai in the head because

she advocated education for girls. Saudi women can only work,

drive or take classes if they are given permission by a husband,

father or uncle. These three young women are very lucky not to

face such restrictions, but are heroic in their own ways, having

taken on responsibilities and causes beyond their teen years. All

three launched organizations that help others find freedom and

growth.”

SNOX

Described as the “love child of

sneakers and socks,” SNOX was

developed by Makena Masterson, a

senior from Westerly, Rhode

Island. 100% of profits from their

sales go to charity.

“The idea hit when I was admitted

onto the hematology floor of the

local Children’s Hospital. They had

discovered a 4-inch blood clot in

my arm. I was only there for four

days, but the experience definitely

changed me as I saw children with

cancer that were much worse off

than me. I was the only patient on

the floor with hair! Many of us take our health for granted—and I

was the same way before—but seeing how sick these kids were,

totally changed my perspective. I decided I wanted to give back

and this is my way of doing that.” Purchase SNOX at:

www.snoxsocks.com.
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www.fantastic-friends-org.webs.com
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Kathy Weyer , a recovering HR Executive and

therapist, lives in San Diego with her husband of 33

years, two labs, a cat, a bird and five turtles. She is

a stepmom to three and grandmom to two. She is

working on a book of fiction and several short

stories, and enjoys writing articles that take

research and tenacity. katweyer@att.net.
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