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        CHANGEMAKER:

        FRED C. WASIAK

      

      

       

      
        
        To my family — Your quiet courage, kindness, and love inspire me every day to believe that small acts create big change.

      

      

      
        
        
        “True changemaking isn’t about titles, credentials, or grand gestures—it’s about purpose, connection, and the consistent, heartfelt actions of everyday people.”

        FRED C. WASIAK

      

      

      

      

      Sometimes, opportunities don’t knock—they whisper. They show up in the form of a last-minute email, a spontaneous meeting, or a short twelve-minute window of time. That’s how I met Jodi. She was seeking out the Food Bank of South Jersey to join the New Jersey Business & Industry Association (NJBIA) and requested my help in leading the Southern Region for its statewide Nonprofit Council. I wasn’t originally part of the plan, but Jodi’s instinct to reach out set everything in motion.

      We had never worked together before, but we shared something foundational: both of us had spent meaningful time serving in the YMCA movement. Although our paths never crossed, we immediately recognized a shared commitment to purpose and people.

      At the first statewide Nonprofit Council kickoff, Jodi gave me twelve minutes (I thought she must be joking) to open the seminar. Just twelve minutes to build energy, spark trust, and set the tone for over seventy-five nonprofit leaders. And somehow, it worked. In that short window, barriers dropped.

      People leaned in. A sense of belonging began to take root. I could’ve used thirty, but Jodi—ever the strategist—understands the power of clarity and pace. She moves with intention and always keeps the greater vision in mind. I still joke with her about it today!

      As we continued to connect through mentoring conversations and shared think tanks, I watched the evolution of Today is the Day Changemakers. What began as a podcast became a platform. Then, a movement. And eventually, a community.

      Together, we arrived at a simple truth: authentic changemakers don’t need fancy titles, impressive resumes, or the loudest voice in the room. What they need is a sense of purpose. A calling to serve, to lead, and to make things better—not for applause, but because they care.

      Whether in nonprofit missions or purpose-centered businesses, it’s the humble, consistent, heartfelt actions that leave the deepest mark. True changemaking is grounded in connection, not credentials.

      One of the myths we fall for is that making a difference requires something big—a campaign, a platform, a revolution. But what we’ve discovered through the Changemakers community is that it’s often the smallest moments that matter most. A kind word. A thoughtful gesture. A challenge met with courage. These quiet acts ripple outward, inspiring others to do the same.

      Each guest on the Today is the Day Changemakers podcast has added to that ripple. Their stories—real, raw, and inspiring—have created a living archive of what it means to lead with intention. One guest reflected on the choice to act with kindness rather than convenience, a small decision that shaped someone’s life trajectory. Another spoke about navigating failure and finding clarity not in success, but in trying again.

      That ripple didn’t stop with the podcast. It expanded across continents. What began as local conversations turned into two International Changemakers Virtual Forums, bringing together leaders from around the world. These weren’t influencers chasing platforms. They were individuals connected by shared values—like-hearted people with a collective purpose. They came together because of Jodi. They stayed because of the community she cultivated: one rooted in inclusion, understanding, and the powerful energy of the collective.

      What makes all this possible is Jodi’s unwavering belief in building tables—not just waiting for a seat at one. Her story is rooted in resilience. Growing up in Brooklyn, surviving trauma, and navigating life with undiagnosed learning differences, she didn’t take the traditional path. She forged her own—becoming a nonprofit leader, a certified coach, a CEO, and most of all, a builder. When doors didn’t open, she made new ones. And she held them open for others.

      From launching the Zzak G. Applaud Our Kids Foundation to founding The Connective, she continues to build spaces where voices are heard—not filtered. Where people rise together—not alone. The Connective is more than a network. It’s a global alliance of purpose-driven professionals who align, collaborate, and grow—with no permission needed.

      And I’m equally honored to serve alongside colleagues at the Food Bank of South Jersey—individuals who show up each day with courage, heart, and quiet resilience. In their own powerful way, they offer hope where it’s needed most. They are everyday changemakers, too.

      This book—Live It—is an extension of that vision. It brings together the unified voice of individuals who have chosen to show up, again and again, with heart and hope. You’ll read stories of courage, trial and error, resilience, and quiet determination. You’ll meet people who said “yes” to something greater than themselves—and in doing so, helped others rise.

      But most of all, this book is an invitation. A reminder that changemaking doesn’t belong to a chosen few. It lives in all of us. It lives in the teacher who stays late to encourage a student. In the entrepreneur who builds a business around purpose. In the neighbor who listens. In you. You won’t find perfection in these pages—but you’ll find purpose. You’ll find real people doing real work with extraordinary heart.

      So, take these stories in. Let them stir something in you. Let them remind you that you don’t need permission, a title, or a spotlight to make a difference. Just a willingness to care, and the courage to act.

      Because the world doesn’t just need more leaders. It needs you—just as you are. Thank you, Jodi.

      
        
        LIVE IT! Embrace the Moment

      

      

      

      We are all everyday changemakers – each of us contains the ability to make an impact in our own way.

      What inspired Fred to be a changemaker?

      AUTHOR’S REPLY:

      I’m inspired to be a changemaker because I believe transformation begins with mastering self and growing as whole persons, in spirit, mind, body, and heart. When individuals and organizations live this truth, they create communities grounded in purpose and connection—sparking change that extends far beyond themselves.

      NOW IT IS YOUR TURN...

      What inspires you to be a changemaker?

       

       

      Fred invites you to reflect with two additional questions:

      What is one thing you need to do to move your vision forward?

       

       

      When was the last time you took a walk in nature?

       

       

      Visit the “Meet the Changemakers” section at the back of the book to connect with and learn more about all of the authors featured in LIVE IT!
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          One Decision. Extraordinary Impact.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~ Jodi Hope Grinwald

      

      

      There are people who grow up believing that they can do anything. I wasn’t one of them.

      I dealt with what a lot of people deal with - impostor syndrome. The “I’m not good enough,” “I’m not smart enough,” “I’m not pretty enough”—these are the songs that so many of us sing. Sometimes they are loud, blaring in our minds; other times they are a soft whisper, feeding our fears.

      In time, with every small step and each unexpected win, my belief in myself slowly grew. Life handed me twists and turns I never saw coming, and somehow each one pushed me in ways I never knew I needed.

      When I finally allowed myself to gravitate toward the work that mattered most to me, something unexpected happened. I began to meet extraordinary people.

      One decision led to another, and soon I was working with, speaking with, and learning from changemakers across industries, backgrounds, and countries.

      I will never forget the moment someone unexpectedly said to me, “You’re the changemaker.” It was then that I realized how the outside world sees me differently from how I see myself.

      My hope for you is that you realize you, too, are a changemaker.

      This Book is For You

      For the person sitting at a desk, feeling invisible, wondering if anyone truly sees them.

      For the leader who carries the weight of every decision, shouldering responsibility even when their own strength is being tested.

      For the entrepreneur standing alone in the unknown, building something from nothing, while no one sees the quiet courage it takes.

      For the dreamer who wonders if they’re ever enough, measuring their worth against a world that rarely slows down to notice.

      For the person driving to work every day, feeling like there has to be more than just this.

      For the one who aches for connection but has no idea where to find the kind that feels real.

      This is for you, every version of you.

      The seen and unseen.

      The steady and the breaking open.

      You are not behind.

      Your voice matters more than you can even imagine.

      The Heart Behind These Pages

      As you read these words on the page, on a screen, or one day listen in audio form, there’s something I want you to know.

      This moment feels like a miracle.

      For some, publishing a book might seem simple. For me, having these voices gathered here and acknowledging the remarkable journey that brought us together feels nothing short of extraordinary.

      What follows is a mosaic of lives that may never have crossed paths if not for the platform I built for one purpose: to open space for all to be heard and valued.

      Thirty-one voices across sectors and stages of life; leaders, builders, creatives, nonprofit professionals, and everyday changemakers have come together to share pieces of their lives with honesty and courage. In the pages ahead, you will find testaments of resilience, roadmaps to transformation, and reminders that no title, follower count, or bank balance defines the value of a voice.

      At the end of every chapter, you’ll find an Embrace the Moment section: two questions the author asks you directly, inviting you to open your mind and walk closer to the edge of your comfort zone.

      Themes That Travel Well

      As you move through the following chapters, you’ll notice themes that apply to you no matter your title, industry, or zip code:

      Resilience In Motion

      A muscle you build—one decision, one challenge, one small act at a time.

      Redefining Direction

      Feeling lost isn’t failure; it’s the starting line for reinvention, clarity, and purpose.

      Leadership Without the Pedestal

      Influence redefined as collaboration, empathy, and the choice to use your voice so others can find theirs.

      The Power of Giving

      Not just in dollars, but in time, attention, creativity, and open doors—acts that multiply impact.

      Community As Strength

      The right people don’t just ride along; they help hold the map, adjust the sails, and remind you when you’re drifting.

      Practical Sparks

      Not theory, but real-life experiences you can use right now in your work, relationships, and life.

      Read these as inspiration, not instructions.

      How to Use These Pages

      Find the way that works best for you.

      Read straight through or jump to the chapter that is calling you.

      Use the prompts in a journal, on a walk, or in conversation with a friend or colleague.

      If you’re leading a team or organization, consider choosing one chapter each week and working through the prompts together—opening space for connection, perspective, and meaningful dialogue.

      You Are Invited

      I invite you to tune out the distractions, settle in, and let the courageous voice within you speak. Let each chapter encourage you, challenge you, and remind you that momentum beats perfection.

      When you are willing to stand at the edge of your comfort zone, that is where you will discover your true center of impact.

      This is your invitation to believe in the power of one voice: your own.
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            When Your Why is Greater Than Your How: The Power of the First Step

          

          Jodi Hope Grinwald, CPC, ELI-MP

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHANGEMAKER:

        JODI HOPE GRINWALD, CPC, ELI-MP

      

      

      
        
        To my daughters, Gabriella and Sienna—two beautiful humans who have grown into extraordinary women. You are so special and bring light to all that you do. I am endlessly proud of you both. Always remember: MGC.

      

      

      
        
        
          
        “Today is the day! You cannot go back to yesterday, and you do not yet own tomorrow.”

        JODI HOPE GRINWALD, CPC, ELI-MP

      

      

      

      

      

      The Firsts That Shape Us

      The first job.

      The first risk.

      The first time someone says yes when you aren’t even sure you deserve it.

      These moments shape us, even when we don’t recognize them as beginnings. They become turning points whose meaning only reveals itself in hindsight.

      This book exists because of a series of firsts in my life, moments when I stepped into something without knowing how it would work, only that my why was bigger than my fear. It also exists because of the people who crossed my path at pivotal moments that at the time seemed ordinary. The unexpected meetings that changed my direction. The conversations that seemed small but carried weight that I couldn’t understand until later.

      Not all firsts come with someone holding your hand. Some come from exhaustion, some from hope. Some because staying where you are hurts more than stretching into something unknown. Most come from a quiet inner voice that whispers, try anyway.

      And firsts don’t stop. They don’t end at a certain age. They continue throughout our lives in different rooms, with different people, in moments we rarely recognize as transformative until much later.

      Without the puzzle pieces you’re about to read, without the people who showed up at just the right time, without the decisions I made while overthinking and second-guessing myself, nothing else in this book, including the thirty other voices you’ll meet, would exist.

      As you read, I hope you think about the decisions you’re making right now. The ones that keep you up at night replaying scenarios. The ones that feel like they only impact you, but in truth ripple out to the people you love, the people you haven’t met yet, and even the people you may never meet.

      Sometimes the smallest decisions, especially the ones born out of exhaustion, hope, or blind faith, become the steps that change everything.

      When the World Felt Too Loud

      I grew up quiet, shy, and trying not to be seen because being seen often meant being hurt.

      My parents separated when I was in sixth grade. That was a pivotal moment in my childhood, especially because I did not know one person in my class at that time who was in the same situation. It felt isolating.

      Only weeks before starting ninth grade, I was assaulted by a girl on my block to the point that I had to be homeschooled my entire freshman year. With in-home traction and a ripped cartilage in front of my heart, numbness in my left arm, my life felt shattered. As everyone excitedly entered high school, I was scared to leave my home. As a young teenager going through extreme trauma, I didn’t understand then how deeply those moments would shape so many things in my future.

      I became afraid of anything that carried risk, physical, emotional, or public. I wanted to stay small, protected, unnoticed. I feared judgment and exposure.

      I changed high schools three times. The girl who assaulted me was going to the same school I was zoned for, so in sophomore year, I went to a different school, taking two buses and walking four blocks. During the first snowfall that year, I fell and broke my elbow running for the bus. It was enough for me and time to move. My mother, sister, and I decided to start over somewhere new. So, from Brooklyn we went to Staten Island. I spent the remainder of high school making just a few friends. I continued to be the quiet and shy student, striving to get through those last two years as quickly as possible.

      The Industries That Taught Me Connection

      Looking back, if I had a teacher or a therapist who could have helped me during that traumatic time, maybe I would have felt more supported when I needed it most. Those were the two professions calling me. But I quickly found out that I enjoyed working more than I did sitting in the classroom, so although I went to college for a short time, I decided to work full-time.

      My dad and I got really close at the end of high school and the beginning of college. He became my best friend, coach, mentor, and ultimately my business coach. I am grateful for all the time he gave me whenever I had anything to celebrate or any challenges.

      He helped me get my first real job in NYC, where I worked for his friend as a manufacturer’s representative. His friend mentored me in that role. Imagine me, the quiet and shy person, cold-calling buyers of major retail stores. I scheduled them to come to our showroom on 34th Street and 5th Avenue to do presentations of our products. At first, I was petrified, and I was lucky to learn from someone who saw something in me. Slowly, I was awakening. I just didn’t know it at the time.

      Although I loved that job, I stopped loving the commute, so I entered industries that had nothing to do with one another. I took jobs that were right in front of me—from a manufacturer’s representative for women’s accessories and children’s toys to a computer consulting firm, to working for a national demolition contractor.

      Each role taught me something essential: all industries are built on connection. Those jobs weren’t random. All were getting me ready to meet a part of myself I hadn't yet met.

      The Door That Opened Anyway

      In 2005, I was unemployed with two daughters, Gabriella, seven, and Sienna, four. I pounded the pavement, responding to companies using Monster.com. At that point, I was thirty-four years old and tired of finding just jobs. I wanted to find a career path. However, with no degree, I carried the weight of impostor syndrome and was judged by others because I couldn't check the bachelor’s degree box.

      I was grateful for all I learned up until then, but it was time to find direction. After applying for several jobs that day, I went back into the system later in the evening. I found a role that sounded perfect for me, but there was one problem: I didn't have all they asked for—you guessed it, a bachelor’s degree. It was for a regional director at a nonprofit. I uploaded my resume and cover letter, hit apply, and never expected to hear back. Yet in the back of my mind, I thought to myself how incredible it would be if I could get this position.

      Days passed, and I forgot about it. Then the phone rang. It was someone from the American Heart Association. They wanted to do a phone interview. That led to an in-person interview, and then a panel interview that lasted three hours.

      I remember I was driving when my cell phone rang a month later. I pulled over to hear, “We would like to offer you the job.” I really thought they forgot all about me. When I went in for each interview, I visualized myself showing up for work each day in that office. As I waited to be called back, I thought about how it would feel to drive there daily.

      I have always believed in the power of visualization. It isn’t just wishful thinking; it is aligning your energy with possibility. It is more than mindset; it is trust in something greater than circumstance. Visualization has worked for me many times in my life, and I hold it as one of the most powerful tools we can use to create what we want.

      I didn’t realize that this yes from the American Heart Association would change the course of my life, but it did.

      When Mission Found Me

      Nonprofit work was a different world. I wasn’t selling a product. I was selling purpose.

      I remember feeling overwhelmed at first by the daunting fundraising goals; yet I had always met or exceeded my goals at my other jobs. My dad told me to do what I naturally did: connect with people. Ask questions. Care. Be genuine. Get to know the people. When we are in scarcity mode, it makes things seem more impossible than possible. So, forget the goal exists and give 100 percent every day because you can’t give more than that. Once you give 100 percent, it doesn’t matter what the goal is anymore.

      Connection became my compass. I created the mantra that I later taught my team: lead with mission, and the money will follow.

      The Power of Being Seen

      My first Heart Walk chair was Anthony Hooper, then senior vice president of global commercial operations and president, Americas, Japan, and Intercontinental Regions for Bristol-Myers Squibb (BMS).

      At my first event, just weeks after I started at the American Heart Association, I had to introduce myself as the new regional director and Tony as the new chair to those attending the Heart Walk celebration. Remember, I was quiet, shy, and public speaking was not something I had ever longed for in my life. I was great one-on-one, but in a room of over 100 people, I was terrified. In that moment, I thought, why did I say yes to this job and do this to myself?

      He noticed and said, “What can they take away from you that you came into this room with?”

      Nothing. They can take nothing.

      That moment, when put into perspective, gave me a little more courage and confidence. It wasn’t that they could take anything away from me. It was judgment that I feared. But Tony again assured me that it is not for me to worry about. It is hard to let people think what they will, but it is true that they cannot take anything physically away from you that will change you.

      I remember thinking, here I am among leaders and people with major degrees, high-level executives, and I am leading this event with them, steering the traffic, creating something from nothing, inviting them to serve on my Executive Leadership Team. It was a full-circle moment that reminded me how far I had come from the girl who once feared her own voice.

      Tony wasn’t just the chair of my Heart Walk, but also a mentor. When my father later became ill, he even tried to help me find clinical trials. His ongoing kindness helped me tremendously throughout my first year in the nonprofit, and he was a true example of what a leader should be. While at BMS, he was beloved by his employees. I feel grateful to have met and worked with him.

      The Nonprofit Bootcamp

      I moved up quickly. After eighteen months, I became senior regional director, supervising staff and working with executives from multiple counties to chair and lead our events. I was blessed to work with another incredible mentor from the American Heart Association, who was, back then, the head of Human Resources for our affiliate, Patti Witschger. She believed in me and mentored me as I moved up the ranks, and I will forever be grateful to her. She taught me the beautiful lesson about being a vault in business.

      The American Heart Association became my nonprofit bootcamp. It was where I learned leadership, mission, communication, resilience, and how to stand in a room without shrinking. The old me with impostor syndrome and fears would still pop up every so often, and I would have to remind myself how far I had come.

      After more than seven years and in the role of executive director, I felt a pull to grow. I decided it was time to leave and secured a position at another nonprofit organization with a larger title, team, territory, bigger salary, and, of course, more responsibility.

      Michael Weamer, then executive vice president for the American Heart Association, called me. He wasn’t the one who hired me, and I did not directly report to him, but he was the lead for our affiliate at the time. As we were talking, he said, “I hear you are leaving us.”

      He reminded me about the benchmark awards that I had received while working there and said amazing things about how much my work was valued. To my surprise, he offered me a one-time stay bonus. It was another surreal moment. I was one of the lowest-paid regional directors when I started there because I had no experience in the nonprofit sector; yet now I was being valued.

      It took me a moment to answer him as I considered staying, knowing that I was taking on a much larger territory and responsibilities in my next role. In the end, I knew I had made my decision, and it was hard for me to turn down that offer. Still, I knew it was time for a new chapter.

      I accepted a vice president of development role with another organization, managing teams across multiple states and overseeing a million-dollar goal. The role stretched me. It was exhilarating and uncomfortable all at once. I often asked myself if I had made the right decision to leave a place that felt familiar. But comfort, I have learned, can either bring peace or prevent growth.

      It was exciting meeting so many new people in areas where I had no connections. I went from working in one state to five. It was meaningful, but burnout was creeping in.

      The Burnout That Wouldn’t Quiet Down

      There were videos of my daughters saying, “Mom, watch me,” while they tried to show me their cartwheels or splits they worked so hard to perfect. Yet there I was, typing away on the laptop, never looking up to really see what they were showing me. That laptop traveled everywhere with me: dance rehearsals, play rehearsals, everywhere. I was making a difference. I threw myself into my work. My children learned quickly about nonprofit work and got to experience wonderful things while learning what it means to give back.

      Those sixty to eighty-hour workweeks took a toll on me. I loved the mission and the people, but I was losing myself and missing moments.

      I share this message with all parents: shut the computer down, turn the ringer off, and watch the cartwheels, go to the games, and be there to experience as much as you can. They remember the moments you didn’t show up, and even though they forgive you, they don’t ever really forget them.

      I had this calling inside at this point, but I didn’t know what it was. It felt like something in me was shifting. I was exhausted, but I loved how I was able to help others, make a difference, raise awareness, and connect people. Still, I was starting to feel totally fulfilled. I wanted to help people in a different way, but had no idea exactly how.

      I was feeling antsy to figure it out, but also very stuck, loving the salary I was making and feeling like I should be so grateful to be where I was, providing more for my girls than I ever had. Not to mention my gratitude for finding my voice, becoming more confident, gaining the courage to speak up at tables where my voice sometimes didn’t feel heard, and making so many new connections. Many of my sponsors, volunteers, and teams became like a second family to me.

      The Breakfast That Shifted Something

      During my time at the second nonprofit, I launched a Women’s Breakfast series to raise funds and connect business leaders with our mission. One year, I needed a keynote speaker and remembered a conversation I had with a woman whose daughter attended the same conservatory as mine.

      My daughter, Sienna, had asked to attend a sleepover at her home. I didn’t know her well, but I learned she had once been on The Oprah Winfrey Show and was an author. Sienna thought that should be enough to let her go to the sleepover with her friend. I mean, if Oprah vetted her, then this should be an easy yes. I let Sienna go after having a conversation with the mom.

      So, when I needed a speaker, I reached out on a whim, and she agreed.

      Days before the event, her mentor passed away, and she wasn’t sure she could make it. On the morning of breakfast, I woke up to snow. I was sure no one would come.

      But they did. And so did she.

      As she spoke, the snow fell softly outside the window. Somehow, a ray of sunlight broke through the cloudy sky and caught her face as she moved across the stage. It was a surreal moment when I looked back because of what happened next. I watched as the audience was brought to laughter, then to tears, and these strangers at round tables all left feeling incredibly connected. I stood in the back of the room, completely still.

      It was like watching purpose in motion.

      In that moment, something deep inside me whispered and eventually screamed, “That is what I want to do.”

      That night, I started researching coaching certification schools. But when I saw the tuition, my heart sank. With two daughters heading toward college, it felt impossible. So, I tucked the dream away.

      But I didn’t forget it. It followed me through every long drive through all of New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, and Washington, DC. I researched motivational speakers and listened to voices like Jason Goldberg, Lisa Nichols, and Brené Brown. Their stories kept me believing, maybe someday.

      I told my dad and anyone who would listen that I thought I had found something I would really love to do, but I had no idea how I would make it happen. So, it got tucked away in the back of my mind.

      The Promise

      Through all those years, my father was my greatest supporter. He was my sounding board and my anchor. We spoke daily, even late at night when I was driving home from long events.

      In October 2014, everything changed. My dad was diagnosed with ALS. Watching his body weaken while his mind stayed sharp was devastating.

      The time came for him to decide what he wanted to do as he was on life support. He couldn’t move anything besides his eyes and his lips. He no longer had a voice, and as he put it, he was rusting from the inside out. His pain was excruciating. The day he decided he wanted to be taken off life support, he mouthed that he wanted to see us one by one, alone, giving each of us his final advice and love.

      When it was my turn, he looked at me and mouthed, “Promise me you will do what you want to do and help people. Promise me you will go back to school and get your certification.”

      He was in the hospital for fifty-nine days, and I was there for about fifty-four of them. While being on life-saving machines, he watched me in his room, Skyping in his bathroom, making it look like an office, because I needed to hire people for my team. I positioned the computer on the sink with my chair against the wall as his machines beeped in the far distance. I worked throughout the time he was in the hospital. He saw me juggling holding his hand when he would be awake, to waking up to me being on my laptop working. He knew that I wanted more, and right before leaving this earth, he was thinking about what I would do next.

      I couldn’t say no. I had no idea where I was going to find the money or the time, but I made a promise.

      The day he left this earth broke me, but it also did something else.

      A Table, a Chair, and Legacy

      My dad adored Starbucks. He would sit at a table by the window and write songs there. He connected with everyone who walked in. He was a coach long before I understood what coaching truly was.

      When we told the baristas at the Starbucks near the funeral home where we were holding his memorial in Red Bank, NJ, about his passing, the staff cried. They donated the coffee. Not too long after, they were going to remodel that Starbucks, and I received a call from one of the employees, Danielle, the barista who knew him well. She told me that she was given permission to give us the table and chairs he sat at when he was there.

      That table sits with us still.

      Connection isn’t just an idea. It is a lifeline.

      That moment showed me what real legacy looks like. It is not in awards or titles, followers or subscribers; it is in the connections we leave behind.

      He used to say he practiced the religion of kindness, and he lived it. Every person he met felt seen, heard, and valued. His faith wasn’t confined to a place of worship; it was reflected in how he treated others, how he showed up, and how he listened.

      Claiming Connection

      Not long after my father passed, I kept my promise. I enrolled for a double certification, Certified Professional Coach and Energy Leadership Index Master Practitioner. I still didn’t have the time or the money, but what I had was a promise. It wasn’t one I made to myself, although I learned something important. We don’t need to promise someone else to give ourselves permission to do something that we really want. We also don’t have to wait for a tragedy to happen to give us the confidence to move forward.

      What I thought would be a professional development decision became a personal transformation. It stripped away everything I thought I knew about success and forced me to face what I valued. That training wasn’t just to help me effectively coach others and help them find the answers within themselves; it taught me a lot about myself and revisiting things I too needed to work through.

      During the training, they recommend that you have a niche. I realized my calling was not about one specific niche. It was about connection itself. I wanted to help people connect and reconnect to their purpose, their teams, their businesses, their clients, their donors, meet and exceed their goals, and, more importantly, make sure to always stay connected to themselves.

      I claimed it.

      Connection coaching.

      It didn’t fit into a box, but it fit me.

      The Birth of AOK

      About a year later, my sister, Melissa, and I sat in my backyard, trying to figure out how to honor our father’s legacy. He found out in his mid-thirties that he was an operatic tenor. When he was younger, he had wanted to take voice lessons, but he couldn’t afford them. His biggest deathbed regret was not being able to stand on stage and connect with audiences more. He took lessons when he could as he got older, and he performed when the opportunities arose. It was what he did in his downtime when he wasn’t working full-time in New York City. He never got to see his dream become a reality on an ongoing basis.

      However, he did write an incredible song about a homeless man he never met. He saw that man being taken away because he had passed away from frostbite in NYC. He thought how could a person leave this earth, die alone, and have no one there to cry for him? He had the song produced and put it on YouTube at “Zzak G. Homeless.”

      Then we found a way to honor our dad as well. With my nonprofit experience and my sister’s organizational strengths, we created the Zzak G. Applaud Our Kids (AOK) Foundation, funding performing arts lessons for children with financial barriers across New Jersey. The children are funded from the ages of seven to eighteen if they continue to meet the financial needs requirements, and they are placed in performing arts schools close to their home that are pre-approved by our organization. We want to give children who need this creative connection the opportunity to experience something that our dad wished existed.

      Before we went to open the bank account, I called the bank to ask how much was needed to open the nonprofit business account. They said, “A hundred dollars.” We hadn’t touched our father’s wallet since he passed a year and a half before that day. We remembered that we left that last hundred-dollar crisp bill in there, and we had decided not to touch it or use it until then.

      He started the foundation for us without knowing it.

      The foundation became our shared mission, helping children with all abilities find their voice through music, dance, acting, instrumental instruction, and vocal performance. I also watched my sister step into her own voice, conquering her fear of public speaking and growing into the confident leader she was meant to be.

      I believe our dad is so proud of the children in our programming and that he is sitting in the front row watching all the children perform as he did for his grandkids when they performed, yelling, “Fantastic.” Thank goodness for our mom doing the same and helping us through the loss of our dad, even though they weren’t together when he passed.

      

      The Turning Point

      All these moments, the firsts, the no’s, the leaps of faith, the heartbreaks, and the building something from nothing, were leading me somewhere.

      I didn’t realize it at the time, but they were shaping the foundation for everything that would come next: the coaching and consulting business, the podcast, the forum, the connective, the Today is the Day ecosystem, and the book you’re reading now.

      They were teaching me that connection isn’t just a philosophy. It is a lifeline.

      Eventually, I understood something.

      It is not always about finding a seat at someone else’s table. Sometimes it is about building your own, the kind where every voice is heard, every story matters, and connection sits at the head.

      
        
        LIVE IT! Embrace the Moment 

      

      

      We are all everyday changemakers – each of us contains the ability to make an impact in our own way.

      What inspires Jodi to be a changemaker?

      AUTHOR’S REPLY:

      What inspires me to be a changemaker is connection, real human connection. It’s the belief that small actions, honest conversations, and moments of courage can reach far beyond what we see. I am driven by the desire to do something that makes my corner of the world and beyond a better place. We take up space while we are here, and with that comes an extraordinary opportunity and responsibility to make an incredible difference.

      My inspiration comes from watching people rise after hardship, from witnessing kindness practiced without an audience, and from knowing that the most powerful impact often begins quietly with one decision to care. I am inspired by the people who believed in me before I believed in myself, by mentors like my father whose wisdom shaped my values, and by those who showed me that leadership doesn’t come from titles or applause, it comes from compassion and consistency.

      Every time I see a child discovering their voice through the arts, a leader finding new purpose, or someone realizing they don’t need permission to take their next step, I’m reminded why I do this work. Being a changemaker isn’t about changing the whole world at once. It’s about changing moments, helping others see what’s possible when they choose connection over comparison, courage over comfort, and purpose over perfection, and trusting that those moments will carry forward far beyond where we stand.

      Now it is your turn...

      What inspires you to be a changemaker?

       

       

      Jodi invites you to reflect with two additional questions:

      When the fear of the unknown is less than the pain of what you already know, you will take your first step toward a goal. What in your life does that bring up for you?

       

       

      What step small or large will you take today to get yourself closer to a goal or goals that you have?

       

       

      Visit the “Meet the Changemakers” section at the back of the book to connect with and learn more about all of the authors featured in LIVE IT!
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