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It’s not often that we feature the younger generation 
within the Amherst community. 18-year-old Jonah, 
though, is truly a shining star. When his mother, 
Krystal, offered me a look at the collection of poems 
Jonah wrote for his 8th grade creative writing class, I 
had trouble believing that a 14 year old produced 
them. The pieces were vibrant, sophisticated, and 
meaningful. Upon sitting down and chatting with the 
Summit Academy senior, I found he is just as 
impressive in person as his voice is on paper.  
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Prior to transitioning to Summit Academy, 
Jonah thought graduating from high school was 
just not in the cards for him. While at the public 

high school, his anxiety and agoraphobia made it 
difficult to regularly attend classes, especially due 
to the school’s large environment and student 
body. For this reason, the chance to attend Summit 
Academy was life changing. According to its 
website, it is a special education school within the 
Amherst public school system that “strives to 
promote the least restrictive environment and 
positive educational and therapeutic experience” 
for their students. It certainly did just that for 

“I always need to have something to write 
with. When your mind is always racing, 
it’s always good to put down some of the 

thoughts. It calms me.” 
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Jonah, as he went from not leaving the confines of 
his home for a year straight to being an honor roll 
student and class president at Summit. Years ago 
these accomplishments would not have seemed 
like a possibility for him. Today, Jonah is applying 
to college and is on track to becoming the first one 
in his family to graduate 
from high school.  
 
So what underlies the great 
turnaround and the 
resilience to push through? 
Jonah attributes it to his 
imagination.  “My 
imagination is one thing I 
have always had. I 
remember people always 
telling me I would lose my 
imagination when I would get older. And that 
terrified me.” Jonah turned this innate propensity 
for an active imagination into something that 
could actually help him 
take ownership of the 
thoughts racing through 
his head. You’ll never catch 
Jonah unprepared to jot 
down some words on a 
piece of paper if the 
moment presents itself. 
Jonah admits, “I always 
need to have something to 
write with. When your 
mind is always racing, it’s 
always good to put down 
some of the thoughts. It 
calms me.” Shortly after, 
Jonah pulled out two pens from his back pocket to 
show me.  

Jonah recalls always getting fixated on story lines 
running through his head, as he would put himself 
in the middle of the plot lines and imagine the 
endless possibilities. His eighth grade creative 
writing class really helped him discover writing as 
a therapeutic outlet for his imagination. “When 
you start writing, spacing out is a little less weird.” 
His teachers began praising his work and Jonah 
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began building on this newfound confidence. Ever 
since, the period of writing itself comes in waves, 
but the process never stops for Jonah. 

When he is not busy writing, he is getting 
inspiration from some of his favorite creators—

Stan Lee, Timothy Zahn, and 
Jimi Hendrix, to name a few. 
Jonah claims that these 
individuals that can “create 
something out of nothing and 
refused to trap their 
imaginations down.” They 
gave Jonah hope when others 
said his imagination would 
inevitably dwindle with time. 
Take Stan Lee, for example, the 
94-year-old “King of Comics” 

and creator of some of the most iconic 
superheroes. Jonah recalls thinking, “Wait a 
minute. They told me I would lose my 
imagination. This man was like 40—you don’t lose 

your imagination!”  

Jonah believes that we tend to 
get worse at being imaginative 
as we grow up. “As a kid, you 
don’t see much, just the 
immediate world around you. 
Imagination is something you 
have as a child, and reality 
kind of warps it.” It takes a 
special mind like Jonah’s to not 
fall victim to the destruction of 
our imagination with the 
passage of time. When asked if 

he sees himself writing down the road, Jonah 
answered, “definitely.” Though he sees his 
professional interests lying elsewhere, such as 
finding the solutions to mental health challenges 
or in criminal justice, he is confident he will 
continue using the power of his imagination to 
write for the rest of his life. “I want to be able to 
help people out a little bit. That’s one of the things 
that would be great, just being able to help people 
out.”  

Written by Daniella Colombo 
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Bessy first learned about Amherst Community 
Connections when founder and director, Hwei-Ling 
Greeney, spoke about ACC’s work at an event on 
the Amherst College campus. Bessy was struck by 
both Hwei-Ling’s commitment to tackling social 
inequities in the local community and her passion 
for people. Almost two years later, after Bessy 
graduated from Amherst, she had the opportunity 
to intern at ACC during her post-bacc year at the 
College. Although she is on the pre-med track and 
aspires to someday be a physician, she majored in 
anthropology and has always valued community 
and advocacy as important parts of wellness and 
healing. Bessy feels strongly that health cannot be 
conceptualized in a vacuum of science and physical 
symptoms, but rather as a mosaic of factors, both 
genetic and environmental. Bessy believes the 
impetus is on healthcare providers and community 
advocates alike to lessen the environmental burden 
on communities like those that ACC serves. 

After fleeing their native Ethiopia over 15 years ago, 
Bessy and her family were fortunate enough to be 
granted political asylum here in the United States. 
“I have experienced firsthand the hardships of 
disenfranchisement, from dislocation, to housing 
instability, to a low income trying to support a 
family of six. While the barriers to stability and 
safety can feel overwhelming considering the 
obstacles, luck struck for me again and I got the 
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opportunity to attend a college I couldn’t have 
imagined in my wildest dreams,” she says. Bessy 
wants to find her own small ways to help others in 
similar positions gain access to resources needed 
to be the best, healthiest, and happiest versions of 
themselves. She thinks ACC provides the perfect 
opportunity to do that. 

Outside of academics, Bessy is a huge music 
enthusiast, particularly of jazz music. She has 
played the upright bass for almost 10 years. 
Playing jazz bass gives her a chance to unwind and 
just focus on enjoying the music for some time. 

Written by Beselot Birhanu 

Meet the Team: Bessy 

Humans of Amherst: 
David Rutherford 

Continued… 

Bessy is a grant writer at ACC and 
contributes to the monthly newsletter. 

The transcript below is part of our Humans of Amherst 
segment. It is in David’s own words. 

“Before I came to Amherst, I lived in Holyoke, and 
I was a terrible alcoholic by that point. At 43 years 
old, I was finally sent to detox and they 
determined that I probably needed a little more 
time for my sobriety, so they offered me to be 
manager of this halfway house in Holyoke, on 
Beach Street. I’m not sure whether it’s still there or 
not…but I was manager of that house for three 
years and I only lost one person. My unorthodox 
way of doing it was every guy that wanted to  

David, standing in front of the ACC office 
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ACC’s MISSION 

ACC’s mission is to empower, 
advocate for, and assist those in 
need. We strive to provide help 

with issues affecting individuals’ 
abilities to lead a stable and 

productive life. We can assist in… 

•Disability Applications 
 

•Housing & Job Searches 
 

•Free Cell Phone Applications 
 

•Food Stamps & Fuel Assistance 
 

•$ for rent, meds, utilities, etc. 
 

•SSI/SSDI Benefits 
 

•Debt/Credit Issues 
 

•CORI issues and more! 

A Josh of Many 
Trades 

1

Josh is a longtime volunteer at 
Craig’s Place helping prepare 
breakfast, has cooked lunch for 
Not Bread Alone, and has served 
holiday meals at ACC. He is a 
devoted member of our 
community, eager to give back in 
whatever way he can.  We are 
excited to welcome Josh as a 
volunteer at ACC. We know that 
his reliability and commitment 
will be a great asset to this 
organization! 

I got the chance to chat with Josh, 
a resident of the same Amherst 
home for 44 years now, about the 
diverse business projects he has 
undertaken over his lifetime.  Josh 
grew up getting a glimpse into 
the world of cooking, as his 
mother is a long-time caterer. 
Prior to establishing a 
Northampton deli with her, Josh 
held various jobs in food service. 
The deli was a change of pace; it 
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smoke marijuana, and did 
anyway-- uh, whenever they 
wanted a drink, I would tell them 
to go down to the cellar and 
smoke a joint and pretend that 
was their shot, or their drink. So 
they did that, that lasted for three 
years, and I only lost one person 
who was a reporter for the 
Gazette who found out we were 
smoking pot and tried to report 
us! But he couldn’t, because he 
was alcoholic. However, the 
manager of the program that 
hired me to run the halfway 
house came to inspect the house 
one day, and found a joint of my 
assistant manager’s on the 
basement floor, and me, stupidly, 
opened my mouth and said 
“Tommy! What did you do?” He 
was like, “I didn’t do anything, 
Dave!” and it was so funny, but I 
was so embarrassed after that 
that I left that job.  

So, I came to Amherst, 
fortunately, and the Methodist 
church kept me sober by giving 
me a job, and sent me to the 
university. After three years at 
the university, I became a 
professional pipe organist and 
got a job at St. Brigid’s, which 
lasted for 40 years, and now I’m 
retired. Again, I’m working on 
the streets with alcoholics, but it’s 
not the same as the halfway 
house was. That was a great 
experience. After I went to the 
university and got the organist 
choir director job at St. Brigid’s, I 
totally forgot about my alcoholic 
experience because I just didn’t 
think about drinking anymore at 
all. For 40 years. It wasn’t until 
after I retired from the church 

Continued… 
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was an opportunity to create 
something he could call his own 
and cook delicious foods for 
others. While many people rely 
on following the exact science of 
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that I didn’t know what to do 
with my life, ‘cause I’m used to 
working. And I thought in my 
mind, well, what did Jesus do? 
He had these same problems in 
his time-- he helped the homeless, 
he fed the poor; I just try to follow 
that for the rest of my life to make 
up for the first part of my life that 
was, uh, pretty bad because I was 
so alcoholic. After I sobered up, 
now-- finally, after retirement-- I 
can go back to what I’m really 
supposed to be doing. “ 

-David Rutherford 
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It is not rare for ACC to receive calls from individuals 
and families from towns surrounding the Amherst 
area who are in need of emergency financial 
assistance. Because of the services we offer, ACC 
appears in the state’s 211 Emergency Call List. 
However, as an Amherst-based organization we 
barely have the funds to provide emergency financial 
support to residents of our local community. This 
poses a huge dilemma when, for instance, we receive 
a phone call from a South Hadley mother who cannot 
afford to pay the month’s high electrical bill, which 
was the result of keeping the heat on for her sick son. 
She now faces electricity shut off notice. 

Unfortunately, a gap exists between the number of 
referrals ACC receives and the funds we have to 
address the needs of individuals and families in 
emergency situations. To fill this gap, we are working 

 

The Mutual Aid Project 
(MAP) 

Continued… 

Rev. Lori Souder, from the First 
Congregational Church in South 

Hadley 
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a recipe to prepare meals, Josh has a kind of hunch 
for cooking. He attributes he attributes his ability to 
cook in an improvisational kind of way to watching 
his mother cook while growing up. However, the one 
recipe he does precisely follow to this day is a flan 
recipe he got from his junior high school Spanish 
teacher. It is his favorite dish that he makes and, 
coincidentally, it is Hwei-Ling’s too! 

Josh eventually traded in the apron to try his hand at 
selling comic books for a living, opening comic book 
stores in New London and in Amherst. His business 
partner was a friend who worked in a comic book 
store while he was working across the mall at 
Subway. “I would buy comic books from him and he 
would buy lunch from me,” Josh described as he 
recalled the inception of the business. Together, they 
entered the comic book business as partners, which 
initially entailed putting their comic book collections 
together and progressed to buying comic books 
months in advance and having an accumulation of 
over 1,000 to offer to interested customers.  

Today, Josh spends his time making and selling 
jewelry. Again, like his other business ventures, 
Josh’s interest in jewelry-making dates back to a 
childhood experience, getting a rock tumbler as a gift 
for the holidays. Using the gift, he was able to polish 
stones and sell them at craft fairs. Though his 
techniques have advanced far past his rock tumbler 
days, Josh still makes his way around flea markets 
and craft fairs, displaying his jewelry, which he also 
sells on Etsy. 

When he is not busy making beautiful pieces of 
jewelry, Josh volunteers at Craig’s Place, which he 
has been doing for over 5 years now. Waking up 
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early three days a week to cook breakfast for the 
residents allows Josh the chance to give back to the 
community. Though Josh now occupies the jewelry-
making business realm, his expertise, roots, and 
intuition in food service are still being put to 
excellent use! 

Written by Daniella Colombo 

Beautiful handcrafted pendants by Josh 
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Amherst 
community 

connections 
AmherstCommunityConnections.net 

 

December 
events 

Wednesday, 12/6, 10 a.m. 
to 12 p.m. @ ACC, The 

Art of Confident Public 
Speaking, Dorothy Pam 

 

Wednesday, 12/13, 10 
a.m. to 12 p.m. @ ACC, 

Living Fully, Aging 
Gracefully, and 

Preparing to Let Go, John 
Berkowitz 

 

Wednesday, 12/20, 10- 
a.m. to 12 p.m. @ ACC, 
Three Reasons NOT to 

Meditate—Path of 
Freedom, Joe Arak 

 

Wednesday, 12/27, 10 
a.m. to 12 p.m. @ ACC, 
Writing for Strength—
Using Amherst Writers 

and Artists Method, 
Judith Rathbon 

 

At our October house warming 
party, visitors voted on their 
favorite pieces of art from each 
of the three rooms at ACC. The 
results are below!  

 

The Votes Are 
In! 

Cards by Coleman, by Lillian 
Coleman 

By Nora May 

By Pat Creaser 
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on a new initiative called the Mutual 
Aid Project (MAP), the purpose of 
which is to build a safety net for 
individuals from surrounding 
communities experiencing the 
effects of poverty and homelessness. 
To do this, we are seeking to partner 
with houses of worship to garner 
additional resources that people can 
turn to.  

We have sought out our neighboring 
churches, synagogues, and other 
religious bodies, to participate in 
this project alongside us.  By 
bringing together various 
congregations, we can assist one 
another in this shared mission of 
helping those in need. By 
participating in the project, houses 
of worship refer families in need to 
ACC for additional social service 
support. Likewise, when ACC 
works with families from 
surrounding communities, we make 
a referral to houses of worship in 
their local area to garner additional 
resources for them.  

So far, ACC has met with 
representatives from a dozen 
churches, including the First 
Congregational Church of South 
Hadley, Saint Francis of Assisi in 
Belchertown, and the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints.  So 
far, the project has been well 
received! We have received several 
referrals for advocacy and casework 
support already. There is certainly 
strength in numbers, so we are 
enthusiastic about continuing to 
reach out to more houses of worship 
in the Eastern Hampshire County 
area about joining us in the Mutual 
Aid Project. 

Written by Daniella Colombo and Ed 
Kaler 
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Fall 2017 
Dear Friends and Neighbors, 
 
Autumn is a special time to be in the Pioneer Valley, with the leaves transforming and reminding us of 
cherished moments with family and friends. It can also be a challenging time for those without a warm place 
to call home, as winter rapidly approaches. For over 8 years, Amherst Community Connections has worked to 
prevent homelessness and protect the safety and rights of the homeless by serving as a valuable One-Stop 
Resource Center to our neighbors in need.      
 
ACC provides a community safety-net for all those who are struggling, not only in our One-Stop Resource 
Center, but also through our Referral Service at the Jones Library, the Bridge-the-Gap Holiday Meal Program, 
casework with the homeless at Craig’s Place shelter, and outreach to inmates at the Hampshire County Jail. 
We continue to offer resources like case management and housing and job search assistance, but from a 
brand-new location at 236 North Pleasant Street! The new office space provides a calm, private, and 
accessible environment one needs to discuss personal challenging situations and needs.  

Your contributions support the infrastructure of ACC, but also directly affect people like our longtime 
participant Greg. He visited our office in mid-September to edit his resume and apply for work. Our dedicated 
staff and caseworkers worked with him and by the end of the following day, he had already received a job 
offer! He has since been averaging 60 hours per week in his two jobs, saving up to find a place to call home. 
Your partnership with us is a commitment to help uplift the vulnerable within our community. The triumphs 
of our participants in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds is not just our participants’ or ours, it 
belongs to everyone who supports our agency and our participants. This year alone, your donations have:  
 

x Facilitated over 4,000 visits from participants for our various programs 
x Provided case management for over 500 families in our One-Stop Resource Center 
x Contribute $5,000 for ACC’s People’s Fund, and assisted over 300 people through this Fund 
x Published a monthly heart-filled and inspiring personal stories in ACC’s newsletter “What’s Up?!”   

None of this would have been possible without YOUR financial support! Your generosity will continue making 
an impact on the lives of our less fortunate community members who are struggling and need a helping hand. 
Please make checks out to Amherst Community Connections to help continue to empower those in need! 
 
Warm wishes to you and your loved ones, 
 
  
Hwei-Ling Greeney 
Founder & Executive Director, Amherst Community Connections   

 Amherst Community Connections is a 501 (c) (3) non-profit tax-exempt organization.  
236 N Pleasant St. PO Box 141, Amherst, MA 01004 ▪ (413) 345-0737 ▪ ACCinAmherst@gmail.com 


