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The Salvation Army Kroc Center and Community 
Partners Join Forces to Provide Remote Learning

Program offers parents peace of mind.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a devastating impact 
on our community, particularly on working parents who 
are struggling financially. To provide support for these 
families, The Salvation Army’s Kroc Center launched Kroc 
Academy this past fall — a program that oversees remote 
learning in cooperation with Omaha Public Schools. 

 

“It was a very quick response, but we had the right people 
and the right passion for the community and the children, 
and it all came together,” said A/Capt. Tracy Gantner of 
the Kroc Center. “It’s been a very good program.”

The innovative remote learning program was made 
possible by donations totaling $150,000 in private 
contributions, plus more than $90,000 in CARES Act 
funding. 

“We are so grateful to the Omaha community, which 
generously rallied to support an initiative that is really 
making a difference for families during this extraordinarily 
difficult time,” said Jeff Beckman, executive director of 
development for The Salvation Army Western Division. 
 
The funding enables Kroc Academy to operate three 
remote learning classrooms, accommodating 45 students 
from eight different Omaha schools and offering parents 
peace of mind while they are at work. 

“Many parents had some tough choices facing them,” said 
A/Capt. Gantner. “Their first choice was to quit their job, 
knowing that would put economic stress on the family. 
Their second choice was to continue working and leave 
their kids at home unsupervised.” Kroc Academy offered 
parents a third choice.

The Kroc Center is also collaborating with Boys Town, 
which is providing a school support specialist on-site, 
as well as coaching and consultation services, which 
have enabled Kroc Academy to implement an evidence-
based education model that fosters positive relationships 
between students and staff. 

Kroc Center Arts and Education Director Kevin Boesiger 
said they knew at the end of last summer when local 
schools announced they were going to remote learning 
that “this was going to present a big challenge for parents 
who absolutely have to work in order to be able to pay 
their bills and stay in their homes. We are thrilled to be 
able to offer this solution, which, in collaboration with 
Boys Town, helps keep kids safe and enables them to 
succeed academically, while at the same time allowing 
parents to continue to support their families.” 

Kroc Center education volunteer Hannah Saalfeld reads with two 
elementary school children.

Kroc Center youth mentor Lysette Garcia-Pena helps an elementary school 
student learn his letters.

Letter from the Divisional Leaders

Dear Friends,
 
Last year was a challenging one for 
billions around the globe and for 
thousands right here in the Omaha 
metro. There were times when 
discouragement threatened to overwhelm 
us and moments when we buckled under 
the weight of the ongoing strain. I think 
it’s fair to say that we all breathed a 
collective sigh of relief on Dec. 31 as we 
said farewell to 2020. 

For all the chaos and uncertainty the pandemic has wrought in our lives, 
however, it’s also presented innumerable opportunities to witness how God works 
through ordinary people in extraordinary times. 

Case in point: in this issue of Building Hope magazine, you’ll see how the 
community has come together with The Salvation Army Kroc Center to support 
remote learning opportunities for dozens of elementary kids, allowing working 
parents peace of mind on the job while their children continue their schooling in 
a safe, supervised environment (see page 3). 

In December we also gratefully witnessed hundreds of local businesses and 
individuals step up to help make an especially difficult Christmas extra merry 
and bright for thousands of families around the Omaha metro through our 
Adopt-A-Family and Toyland programs (see pages 4-5). This year, because of your 
generosity, we served a record number of families in need!

The dawning of a new year always brings fresh hope and optimism, and this year 
that is truer than ever. Together we look back at 2020 knowing that although we 
struggled, we persevered. Together we now look ahead to 2021 with confidence, 
knowing that faith and hope will carry us forward. 

No one would ever wish for a pandemic, of course, but the silver lining of 2020 
is that in the face of unprecedented hardship, The Salvation Army and those 
we serve experienced an outpouring of support, love and compassion. We offer 
you our deepest gratitude for coming alongside us to help those most in need 
in 2020, and we pray that 2021 brings you and your loved ones good health, 
steadfast hope and ever-present peace. 

 May God bless you richly today! 

Majs. Greg and Lee Ann Thompson 
Divisional Leaders 

Majs. Greg and Lee Ann Thompson

Building Hope 
Winter 2021

Published three times a year, 
Building Hope is a publication 
of The Omaha-Council Bluffs 
Salvation Army. Its focus is on 
building awareness of our ongoing 
mission to meet human needs in 
the metro. 

Our Eight Core 
Programs & Services:

Food
Housing
Material Assistance
Youth Development
Older Adult Services
Behavioral Health
Anti-human Trafficking
Emergency Disaster Services

Divisional Commander
Maj. Greg Thompson

Divisional Director of 
Women's Ministries
Maj. Lee Ann Thompson

Divisional Secretary & 
Omaha City Coordinator
Maj. Adam Moore

Executive Director of 
Development
Jeff Beckman

Director of Integrated 
Communications
Todd Andrews

Design
Melissa Sharman

Writer/Editor
Michelle DeRusha

2

To Reach Us:
The Salvation Army

Western Divisional Headquarters
10755 Burt St.

Omaha, NE 68114
402-898-7700

salarmyomaha.org



5

is special. Sponsors typically deliver wrapped gifts to their 
adopted families at home for a personal and meaningful 
exchange, but this year, arrangements were made in 
advance between sponsors and recipients for packages to 
be dropped off via doorstep delivery. 

“It was a little less personal, but we wanted to ensure the 
safety and health of everyone,” said Tiffanie McCowin, 
director of Material Assistance and Seasonal Services 
(MASS) for The Salvation Army of Omaha. “Our main 
goal, especially in these challenging times, was to help 
those who can’t afford to buy food or gifts this Christmas, 
and we are grateful to have been able to do that.”

Toyland
Like TurkeyFest, the annual Toyland program looked 
different this year as well. Rather than shopping for 
donated gifts, families in need received their gifts via 
an efficient drive-thru distribution at each of the metro 
corps, without having to leave the safety of their cars. 

Behind the scenes in the weeks leading up to the drive-thru 
distribution, it was “all hands on deck” in the warehouse 
as staff and volunteers sorted thousands of toys and gifts 
according to age and gender into huge boxes. The boxes 
were then secured with plastic wrap to await delivery to 
the corps in December. 

“This year definitely presented new challenges, from the 
number of volunteers we had to sort and organize the 
gifts to how we shopped for toys, so we had to make some 
adjustments,” said McCowin. “But I’m pleased to say that 

it worked. We were able to make a difference for thousands 
of families this Christmas, and that’s what matters.”  

The Salvation Army of Omaha saw increased need as 
families continue to struggle with the financial impact 
of the pandemic. In the first 33 hours of the first-ever 
online Christmas Assistance sign-ups, approximately 
2,500 families registered to participate. Altogether, North 
Corps, Citadel Corps, the Kroc Center and Council Bluffs 
Corps provided approximately 10,000 children and older 
adults with Christmas gifts this year. 

“We are so grateful for the many, many people — from 
volunteers and donors to officers and staff — who came 
together to help rescue Christmas for those most in 
need this year,” said Maj. Greg Thompson, divisional 
commander of The Salvation Army Western Division. 
“Many are hurting, but it gives us hope to see the many 
who are helping, too.” 

A volunteer organizes donated gifts at the Renaissance Village warehouse.

“We are so grateful for the many, many 
people — from volunteers and donors to 
officers and staff — who came together to 
help rescue Christmas for those most in 
need this year.” — Maj. Greg Thompson

A volunteer loads gifts into a car at the drive-thru Toyland distribution at 
North Corps.

Around the globe, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic 
has disrupted the way we live our daily lives in big ways 
and small, and the holiday season here in the Omaha 
metro was no exception. This year The Salvation Army 
of Omaha’s TurkeyFest, Adopt-A-Family and Toyland 
Christmas assistance programs operated a little differently, 
but the end result was the same: thanks to generous 
support from the community, thousands of families and 
older adults enjoyed holiday food on their tables and gifts 
under their trees on Christmas morning. 

TurkeyFest
Cooking for the 29th annual TurkeyFest kicked off on 
Monday of Thanksgiving week in the Kroc Center’s 
kitchen. Directed by Kevin Newlin, catering chef at 
Creighton University, who has managed TurkeyFest’s food 
production for the past nine years, the event provided 
approximately 1,000 older adults in the Omaha metro 
with a home-cooked Thanksgiving meal. 

“We typically roast and prepare about 535 pounds of 
turkey, plus thousands of pounds of mashed potatoes, 
stuffing, green beans and cranberry sauce, gallons of gravy 
and thousands of dinner rolls and cookies,” said Burrows 
Center for Help and Hope Program Coordinator Debbie 
Miles, who has helped with TurkeyFest for the last 11 
years. 

Beginning at dawn on Thanksgiving Day, masked 
volunteers packaged meals in the Kroc Center’s kitchen 
at separate tables placed six feet apart. Another 145 
volunteers drove through the parking lot to pick up 
the meals, which they delivered to the recipients via 
contactless doorstep drop-off. 

“The logistics were meticulously planned out in advance, 
so it all went really smoothly,” said Miles. 

Adopt-A-Family
Every December The Salvation Army partners with Star 
104.5 to host the annual Adopt-A-Family Radiothon, 
which since 2000 has paired sponsors with nearly 40,000 
families and seniors in need to help ensure their Christmas 

Volunteers lined up in their vehicles at the Kroc Center on Thanksgiving morning to pick up home-cooked meals to deliver to older adults around the 
metro.

Help for the Holidays
Omaha community responds generously to increased need during the pandemic.

Volunteers prepare TurkeyFest dinners at the Kroc Center.
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The company partnered with The Salvation Army’s 
disaster relief teams to make the biggest donation of steak 
in the company’s history — a total of 60,000 pounds 
amounting to 200,000 individual portions. More than 25 
Salvation Army mobile food trucks were deployed from 
Lake Charles, Louisiana, to Beaumont, Texas, to provide 
desperately needed food and hydration to hurricane 
survivors and rescue workers.

This isn’t the first time Omaha Steaks has helped The 
Salvation Army feed families in need. Back in the spring, 
Omaha Steaks donated more than $18,000 worth of 
food to the Burrows Center food pantry to help those 
struggling with food insecurity in the Omaha metro as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Mike Cassling Named Chair of The Salvation Army's 
National Advisory Board

Mike Cassling, chairman and CEO of CQuence Health 
Group, has been named chair of the National Advisory 
Board for The Salvation Army, effective January 2021.

“For nearly two decades Mr. Cassling has demonstrated 
steadfast commitment to our mission of meeting human 
needs in Christ’s name without discrimination,” said 
Commissioner Kenneth G. Hodder, national commander 
of The Salvation Army. “We have a profound trust in him 
for this important role.”

Cassling’s connection with The Salvation Army of 
Omaha began in 2002, when he helped to launch the 

William Booth Society, a donor group that has more than 
doubled its membership in the past four years. He has 
also supported the annual D.J.’s Hero Awards program 
that has funded more than 150 college scholarships for 
Nebraska students and significant support for Salvation 
Army youth programs in Omaha.

In addition to his contributions as a member of The 
Salvation Army of Omaha’s advisory board, Cassling also 
serves as an Aksarben Governor, as well as on the boards 
of Broadway Dreams Foundation, Nebraska Health 
Information Initiative, Omaha Community Foundation 
and Omaha Performing Arts. He is also a member of 
the advisory board for the Jeffrey S. Raikes School of 
Computer Science and Management at the University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln.

“Mike is a highly respected business leader in Omaha 
and around the country. He is a longtime philanthropic 
supporter of The Salvation Army who believes passionately 
in its mission,” said Fred Hunzeker, who serves on both 
the National Advisory Board and the Omaha Advisory 
Board. “He is an ideal fit and will serve The Salvation 
Army with distinction in this new role.”

“I am honored and grateful for the opportunity to join 
this esteemed group of national leaders to serve and advise 
The Salvation Army, which provides hope to millions of 
Americans facing hardship each year,” said Cassling.

Mike Cassling
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Time, Treasure and Talent

James and Paula Blackledge
As longtime supporters, Mutual of Omaha CEO James 
Blackledge and his wife, Paula, go the extra mile when it 
comes to championing the mission of The Salvation Army. 
In addition to generously supporting the organization 
financially, they also “walk the talk” by volunteering in 
person and encouraging others, including their two 
children, to do so as well. 

The couple chaired The Salvation Army of Omaha’s 
annual D.J.’s Hero Awards Luncheon in 2017, helping 
to raise more than $500,000 to support Salvation Army 
youth programming in the metro.  In addition, Paula 
serves on the D.J.’s Hero scholarship selection committee, 
which awarded $10,000 scholarships to 15 Nebraska high 
school seniors in 2020. 

The Blackledge family has also volunteered to ring bells 
many times at local Salvation Army red kettles, and in 
2019 they helped collect school supplies for the annual 
Walmart Stuff the Bus Back to School Drive.  

“James and Paula are tremendous supporters of our mission 
in every way,” said Executive Director of Development Jeff 
Beckman. “We couldn’t be more grateful for all the ways 
they inspire others in the community to get involved.”

Harrison Financial Services
In late August, North Corps officers and staff saw an 
opportunity to help families who were concerned about 
their kids doing remote learning at home with no

supervision. “We said, ‘Let’s fling the doors open and 
get these kids some help,’” said Cherrilyn Loftin, who 
oversees North Corps’ after-school program. 

Access to technology, however, was a problem. Most of 
the students didn’t own their own tablets, and the schools 
didn’t always have adequate resources to provide them. 
That’s when Harrison Financial Services stepped in, 
generously donating 30 tablets to North Corps so that 
kids would have the tools they needed to succeed as they 
learned online. 

“We are humbled by the dedication of Lt. Jones and 
Capt. Nolan Jones,” said CEO Tim Harrison. “Their 
desire is for each child to feel seen, heard, cared for and 
encouraged, and we are thrilled to be able to help support 
that important work.” Harrison Financial Services 
partnered with local business InfiNet Solutions and CEO 
Steve Johnson to procure the tablets, which made the 
donation a win-win all around.  

Omaha Steaks
When Hurricane Laura slammed into the coasts of 
Louisiana and Texas in late August, causing dozens of deaths 
and billions of dollars in damage, Omaha Steaks fifth-
generation family owners Todd and Bruce Simon knew 
they wanted to do something to help. “In the midst of a 
pandemic, Hurricane Laura added another layer of concern 
for families in need of assistance,” said Todd Simon. “A 
natural disaster on top of this uncertainty was devastating 
and made it that much more urgent that we get involved.”

From left to right: Omaha Steaks employees Christian Perversi, vice pres-
ident of production; B.J. Ross, vice president of logistics and fulfillment; 
Nate Rempe, president; Todd Simon, Omaha Steaks fifth-generation family 
owner; and Julie Evans, vice president and chief marketing officer, with 
Maj. Dan Sawka, Salvation Army divisional business officer

From left to right: Mandi Behn, Salvation Army donor relations associate; 
Kate Terhaar, director of marketing at Harrison Financial Services; Lt. 
Kenneth Jones and Capt. Sam Nolan Jones; Lauren Harrison; and Tim 
Harrison, CEO of Harrison Financial Services

We are thrilled to introduce “Time, Treasure and Talent,” a new feature in each issue that will shine the spotlight on 
local businesses and individuals who are generously supporting the work of The Salvation Army in creative, innovative 
ways. In this issue we salute the Blackledge family, Harrison Financial Services and Omaha Steaks.

Paula and James Blackledge rang bells with their two children in 2019.
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“What is it you plan to do with your one wild and 
precious life?” Mary Oliver asks in her poem “The 
Summer Day.” Anne Thorne Weaver’s 87 passionate, lively 
years were her answer to that question. Philanthropist, 
community leader, patroness of the arts, world traveler, 
hostess extraordinaire, mother, grandmother and friend 
— Anne, who died on Nov. 23, 2020, from complications 
from COVID-19, lived her one wild and precious life with 
generosity, passion and vigor.  

Born in Des Moines in 1933, Anne graduated from 
Bradford Junior College in Massachusetts and soon after 
married Army Lt. Philip Angus Weaver shortly before he 
reported for wartime duty in Korea. The Weavers moved 
to Omaha in 1956, where it didn’t take long for Anne to 
get involved in volunteer work and service, a commitment 
to her community that ultimately spanned six decades.

In addition to serving as president of The Salvation Army 
Women’s Auxiliary and a member of the Omaha Advisory 
Board, Anne also served on many other prominent local 
boards. 

When she wasn’t engaged with her many volunteer 
commitments, Anne enjoyed spending summers at 
Lake Okoboji and traveling to locales around the world, 
particularly with her children and grandchildren. Her 
friends remember her as an incomparable party hostess 
with a spirited, inspiring character and a cheerful, 
generous heart.   

“You really missed a most special happening in your life if 
you didn’t meet, let alone get to know or work with Anne 
Weaver,” said friend and fellow emeritus advisory board 
member Hal Daub. “She was a keen observer of people 
and engaged in her mission of always being helpful. 
She was kind, but strong. She was giving, but wise and 
expected results. Anne always had a big smile and a kind 
word for each person she met. She was also a patriotic 
citizen — a truly great American who loved her country. 
Anne was always happy, egoless and anonymous in much 
of her substantial philanthropy. Unique, right? We will 
miss her greatly.”

As a longtime supporter of The Salvation Army of 
Omaha, Anne’s generosity impacted thousands of 
vulnerable individuals and families in the metro area. In 
the last months of her life, Anne and her family also made 
generous gifts to support The Salvation Army’s Kroc 
Center and Tree of Lights Campaign in Omaha, as well 
as gifts to help survivors of the devastating hurricane in 
Louisiana and the derecho that hit eastern Iowa.

“Anne was a dear friend and a loyal and generous supporter 
of The Salvation Army’s mission here in Omaha,” said 
Salvation Army Western Divisional Commander Maj. 
Greg Thompson. “Her life was a life well-lived, and we 
are grateful for her tremendous legacy.”

                     Anne Thorne Weaver

“She was a keen observer of people and 
engaged in her mission of always being 

helpful. She was kind, but strong. She was 
giving, but wise and expected results. Anne 
always had a big smile and a kind word for 

each person she met.” — Hal Daub

In Memoriam: Anne Thorne Weaver, 1933-2020
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'Tis the Season for Creative Fundraising
Innovative strategies help The Salvation Army exceed its 2020 Tree of Lights Campaign goal.

We are pleased to report that thanks to the generosity  
of the Omaha community, The Salvation Army exceeded 
its Tree of Lights goal of $3.2 million. The funds raised 
will support food, housing, youth development, older 
adult services, behavioral health support, anti-human 
trafficking outreach, material assistance and emergency 
disaster services for thousands in the metro year-round. 

“We are so grateful to our board members and hundreds 
of other supporters for their flexibility, generosity and 
willingness to go the extra mile this year in support of 
The Salvation Army’s efforts to ‘rescue Christmas’ for our 
most vulnerable neighbors,” said Jeff Beckman, executive 
director of development for The Salvation Army Western 
Division. 

Virtual Christmas Cottage Receptions
After debuting in 2019 as a way to engage with supporters 
in intimate, cozy, at-home settings, the Christmas Cottage 
Receptions went virtual this year, with hosts utilizing 
Zoom to listen to, educate and engage with new and 
current donors about the mission of The Salvation Army. 
The annual board meeting, William Booth Society event 
and annual lighting of the tree were also held as virtual 
events this past fall. 

Corporate Digital Campaigns
The Salvation Army’s digital fundraising platforms allowed 
local companies to engage in workplace fundraising 

campaigns to benefit Salvation Army human needs 
programs in the Omaha metro.  Director of Philanthropy 
Jenny Herstein also hosted virtual corporate “Lunch and 
Learns” to connect with and educate corporate leaders and 
staff on the mission of The Salvation Army in Omaha. 

“Knowing the challenges facing so many this year, we 
wanted to encourage our staff to do what they can to 
help,” said Marc Hock, CEO of Pinnacle Bank. “Doing 
a corporate digital fundraising campaign to benefit 
The Salvation Army was an efficient way to engage 
our employees and make a meaningful impact in the 
community, especially when so many people are hurting 
this holiday season.” 

Talking Kettles
You might have been surprised to hear a red kettle talking 
or singing while you were out and about at one of our 
many retail locations around the metro this year. For 
the first time ever, dozens of red kettles were equipped 
with weather-resistant digital speakers which broadcast 
seasonal greetings from more than two dozen local radio 
personalities, along with holiday music and the iconic 
sound of ringing bells that shoppers have come to associate 
with The Salvation Army. 

The Salvation Army is grateful to the local radio 
personalities who lent their voices to this innovative 
project. Thank you to iHeart Media, NRG Media, 
Summit Media and Walnut Radio for making the talking 
kettles possible. 

Christmas Cottage Receptions were held virtually this year.

The Salvation Army's Tree of Lights at American National Bank on West 
Dodge Road
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Omaha Salvation Army Advisory Board

Life, Emeritus and National Board Members
Mike Cassling, National Board Chair
Hal Daub, Emeritus Member
Tom Hillmer, Emeritus Member
Fred Hunzeker, National Board Member
Jeannette James, Emeritus Member
James Landen, former National Board Member
    and Emeritus Member
Carl Mammel, Life Member
Sharon Marvin Igel, Life Member
Charles Sederstrom, former National Board Member 
    and Emeritus Member
Dr. Lee Simmons, Emeritus Member
Gene Spence, Life Member
Nick Taylor, Emeritus Member
L.B. “Red” Thomas, Life Member

Executive Committee
Dr. Joann Schaefer, Chair
Kim Weiss, Vice Chair
Dr. Jonathan Benjamin-Alvarado
Dave Bishop
Joleen David
Dr. Viv Ewing
Fred Hunzeker
Steve Seline
Ana Lopez Shalla
Jim Smith
Brad von Gillern

Advisory Board Members
Anne Baxter
Tim Harrison
Marc Hock
Jim Huerter
Chip James
Rev. Dr. E. Scott Jones
Daniel Kennelly
Kari Kirchhoefer
Melissa Marvin
Mark Nelson
Ashley Perkins
Aaron Schapper
Mayor Jean Stothert
Dr. Maria Vazquez
Karen Wilson

Prior to joining MCC, Dr. Vazquez was the first Latina to 
serve on former Omaha Mayor Mike Fahey's cabinet as the 
director of the Greater Omaha Workforce Development. 
Later she worked as a staff assistant to U.S. Senator Ben 
Nelson, serving as a statewide community liaison with the 
Latino and general populations.

Dr. Vazquez serves on the boards of Grief ’s Journey and 
Heartland Workers Center and has previously served on 
the following boards and committees: Fontenelle Forest, 
the Girl Scouts of Nebraska, the Fraser Stryker Diversity 
Scholarship selection committee, Omaha Public Schools 
Achievement Council, the South Omaha Community 
Care Council and as vice president of the United Latino 
Endowment. 

Dr. Vazquez holds a doctorate in educational 
administration from the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 
master’s and bachelor’s degrees in social work from the 
University of Nebraska Omaha and an Associate of 
Liberal Arts from MCC. 

Jim Huerter
In his current position as senior vice president, lending 
sales team lead for Security National Bank of Omaha, 
Jim Huerter manages a team focused on commercial and 
industrial lending. Previously he served as business banking 
lead and vice president of business banking for Security 
National Bank, during which time he was responsible 

for developing and coaching a team of high-performing 
commercial lenders, expanding customer relationships, 
developing strategies to achieve key financial metrics 
and maintaining and expanding the commercial banking 
portfolio. Prior to his time at Security National Bank, he 
worked as a portfolio manager and a credit analysist for 
U.S. Bank in Chicago.

Huerter currently serves on the boards of El Museo Latino 
and the M&M Foundation and previously served on the 
board of RMA of the Midlands. He holds a bachelor’s 
degree in business administration with a concentration in 
finance from Saint Louis University. 

Jim Huerter
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The Salvation Army of Omaha Names 
Dr. Joann Schaefer Board Chair

Dr. Maria Vazquez and Jim Huerter join board as new members.

Dr. Joann Schaefer 
Dr. Joann Schaefer is a nationally recognized public health 
expert, medical advisor and executive, speaker, coach and 
consultant with more than 20 years of experience in public 
health. As the State of Nebraska’s longest serving and first 
female Chief Medical Officer (CMO) — a position she 
held from 2005 to 2013 — she led Nebraska through 
multiple public health events and made a measurable 
positive impact on the delivery of care statewide. 

Following her appointment as CMO for the State of 
Nebraska, Dr. Schaefer was employed at Blue Cross and 
Blue Shield of Nebraska, where she served as vice president 
of medical care and medical management and CMO from 
2013 to 2014, as senior vice president of medical care and 
management from 2014 to 2016 and as executive vice 
president of healthcare delivery engagement from 2016 
to 2019. 

Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, Dr. Schaefer 
has volunteered in numerous capacities, providing 
valuable context and medical expertise locally, nationally 
and internationally. She also serves on the board of the 

Lane Thomas Foundation and is a member of the Metro 
Omaha Medical Society, the Women’s Health Committee 
of the Nebraska Medical Association and the Gerontology 
Advisory Committee of the University of Nebraska 
Omaha. 

Dr. Schaefer earned her medical degree from Creighton 
University and a bachelor’s degree in biology from 
California State University. 

Dr. Maria Vazquez
Dr. Maria Vazquez is vice president for student affairs 
at Metropolitan Community College (MCC), a role in 
which she is committed to ensuring that all students 
have access to higher education. She has held several 
positions at MCC over the years, including associate vice 
president for student affairs, director of student services 
and coordinator of the Nebraska Corrections Education 
Connection. As dean at MCC’s South Omaha Campus, 
she managed the overall coordination of campus and 
student services, oversaw student conduct and discipline 
and managed community outreach.  

Dr. Joann Schaefer

Dr. Maria Vazquez

The Salvation Army of Omaha recently named Dr. Joann Schaefer as Omaha Advisory Board chair and appointed 
Dr. Maria Vazquez and Jim Huerter as new board members. The Omaha Advisory Board supports the work of The 
Salvation Army in the Omaha-Council Bluffs metro by providing mission-based leadership and strategic guidance.
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Members of The Salvation Army of Omaha Advisory 
Board and Women’s Auxiliary surprised Western 
Divisional Commander Maj. Greg Thompson with a 
$63,272 donation — including $56,249 donated directly 
to his red kettle — on the afternoon of Dec. 4 while he was 
bell ringing as a participant in the National Commander’s 
Red Kettle Challenge. 

The group’s generosity helped Maj. Thompson secure 
first place among all officers across the country who 
participated in the first-ever national challenge. 

Newly appointed National Advisory Board Chair Mike 
Cassling presented the check and also made a matching 
gift to the cause, while Omaha Advisory Board Chair 
Dr. Joann Schaefer presented Maj. Thompson with a 
proclamation naming Friday, Dec. 4, “Major Alma 
Thompson Day,” in honor of his mother, who passed away 
recently from complications due to COVID-19. 

“What better way for the advisory board to honor Maj. 

Alma Thompson than not only proclaiming her day but 
giving on her behalf to something she loved and dedicated 
her life to?” said Board Chair Dr. Joann Schaefer. 

Maj. Thompson was surprised by the size of the donation 
and touched by the group’s efforts. “My mother, Maj. 
Alma Thompson, served 30 years as a Salvation Army 
officer, and she would have been very blessed by this 
honor,” he said. “She would have never believed anyone 
would do that for her; she was a very humble person.”

Members of the Omaha Advisory Board and Women's Auxiliary Board 
present a donation to Maj. Greg Thompson's red kettle.

Omaha Advisory Board and Women's Auxiliary 
Honor the Memory of Major Alma Thompson 

Major Greg Thompson takes first place in National Commander's Red Kettle Challenge.


