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Summary: During the last 6 months I collaborated with Manna Community Center, a space that serves 
unhoused, housing insecure and individuals using substances, to develop workshops and programs to 
grow the center’s capabilities and community partnerships. As part of a co-design model, this program 
brought together other community organizations in Northampton, MA, center guests, Smith College and 
volunteers to solve issues of poverty collaboratively.  

Project Description: Having been a volunteer with Manna Community Center for over a year before 
receiving the grant, I had the opportunity to understand our key needs and how we could address them 
with my particular skill set and timeline. The three issues I decided to focus on were, designing 
community programs in skill development and creativity, second, building the network of community 
partners so that Manna’s mission becomes a shared city mission and third, instilling agency in the guests 
we serve by involving them in the decision making process of this project.  

I started volunteering at Manna in April of 2021. As a student of architecture I am interested in co-design, 
a process that prioritizes collaborative decision making with community members as opposed to a 
traditional top-down approach. In response to the grueling New England Winter and the pandemic in 
February 2021, Manna opened a community center in the basement of the church in which it’s located. 
The space has showers, laundry, a clothing rack and a quiet room for resting. This center has been 
widely used and has become a haven for individuals who have nowhere to go during the day. When I 
applied for the grant the center was still brand new and there was a lot of room for me to contribute to 
building the center’s foundational programs and values. This was appealing to me because it was an 
opportunity to pilot the values of co-design and generate long-range impact within the local community.  
 
These local relationships became crucial to the project. There were two kinds of partnerships we were 
able to foster. First, partnerships with local organizations who have similar values in alleviating poverty. 
Second, partnerships with our guests who want to help make decisions about how the center functions 
and give back to the community. One of the needs we had was to build a volunteer cohort with Smith 
College and design an onboarding training that all new volunteers participate in. Jess Tilley, my 
supervisor at Manna, and I put together a training curriculum driven by the pillars of Harm Reduction to 
welcome the new volunteers into our space, educate them on the values of our center and give an 
overview on how to use Narcan, a medication used to reverse the effects of opioids. In early September 
we tabled at the Smith College volunteer fair to advertise our volunteer opportunity, something we hadn’t 
done before. We were able to onboard 8 new volunteers for the Fall semester and formally advertise the 
opportunities at the center. Since the summer, Jess and I have been in close collaboration with Smith 
College’s Jandon Center of Community Engagement to build a long-standing relationship between the 
college and the center and to grow the cohort. At the end of November we held a volunteer workshop to 
reflect on the semester, receive feedback and plan for the next semester. There are two student 
volunteers who will be acting as liaisons with Smith, alongside Manna’s staff member, Alfred Kimani. In 
addition to Smith, our staff member Dawn Orluske, a chaplain, hosted a four week Grief Group led by 
Pastor Dawn Orluske and therapist Albie Park. This group was in response to eight community deaths 
over this past summer. The grant funded trauma informed yoga instructor Angelica Lopez to come lead 
the group in different modalities to help process their grief. The group benefited from the calming postures 
and breath work that grounded them as a group.  
 



Our partnerships with center guests were equally important. In June, Opal1,  a well-respected individual 
who has an innate ability to organize people around issues of poverty, helped put together a bus trip to 
Washington D.C. to attend the Poor People’s March on Washington, a movement that has advocated for 
economic justice for poor people since 1968. I was able to pay Opal a weekly stipend to run the whole 
trip, create signs and align all participants in the values they’d be marching for. Not only did 10 individuals 
get to attend this march, but Opal was able to materialize her organizing abilities. “It was one of the best 
experiences of my life. I loved organizing our group. Everyone learned many things and it changed a lot 
of us. Being able to go and stand beside thousands of people just like all of us was beautiful. It taught me 
what I wanted to do for the rest of my life,” says Opal. In July, after ongoing data collection from 
individuals at our center, we realized that free haircuts were a service that individuals needed, especially 
in the summer heat. Austin2, a kind and well-liked guest who cuts peoples’ hair for free on the street, 
expressed interest in doing haircuts at the center for a stipend. We were able to hold 3 haircutting 
sessions that summer and buy haircutting equipment for the center. Third, beginning in August we were 
able to provide a stipend to Justin3 to give weekly meditation classes. He had already been a volunteer at 
another local organization offering the same service and so he already had a curriculum he could bring to 
Manna. “I’ve enjoyed offering guided Yoga Nidra meditation to the folks at Manna on Saturday 
afternoons. Originally I thought it would be challenging to do this in a busy room, but I’ve been pleasantly 
surprised by how many more folks joined in because they were in a safe common area.” The most 
important piece of this partnership with our guests is that we could offer cash stipends to individuals, 
something that is extremely unique with grant money. Often, grants require receipts or giving out money 
in the form of gift cards. By giving cash, we are able to uphold our mission of instilling agency and trust 
within our guests. Jess is in the process of applying for grants that will allow us to continue paying our 
guests after this grant project has been completed.  
 
We faced a lot of setbacks this summer. The nature of our work is often unpredictable as the individuals 
we serve are of the most vulnerable and marginalized of our city. As such, we have had to be flexible with 
our original plans and also know when to prioritize more urgent and immediate issues. In July, our center 
lost the beloved Mark Kinzley, one of our staff members who developed such close relationships with so 
many individuals and bestowed onto me so much of his knowledge from decades of working in harm 
reduction. This left a huge gap in our community, and was a difficult time for our center as we processed 
individuals’ grief. We put our project on a hold for 4 weeks, and I asked to extend the use of the funds 
through the end of December. I am grateful to the Davis Foundation for allowing me to do this, as we 
were able to accomplish so much in the additional time.  
 

Reflection: To me, peace is the ability to build reciprocal relationships with those in one’s community and 
achieve shared goals through thoughtful listening. My project has been able to progress because of the 
level of peace that Manna Community Center was founded on, based on values of trust and compassion 
that staff and volunteers bring. Through this project we have been able to further foster a space where all 
individuals are able to be part of the placemaking conversation and make decisions regardless of if they 
are a staff or a guest. By eliminating these barriers we are able to pinpoint how traditional forms of service 
can create power imbalances that hurt those that are being served. In the short-term, we’ve built 
community partnerships that give our organization more support and legitimacy. Through word of mouth 
of peoples’ experiences we’ve been able to uphold a positive reputation, allowing us to serve even more 
guests.  In the long-term, both Manna and the programs we’ve built with this grant can function as a 

 
1 This pseudonym protects the identity of the individual involved.  
2 This pseudonym protects the identity of the individual involved.  
3 This pseudonym protects the identity of the individual involved.  



prototype for similar centers in our local community. Additionally, considering I am graduating from Smith 
this month, it has been valuable to have a volunteer cohort of students who are trained and able to carry 
on Smith’s partnership with Manna. We can guarantee that the partnership continues and that resources 
from Smith can further contribute to the center’s success. Additionally, our work with guests serves as the 
foundation for an advisory committee that Manna hopes to grow in the future. This committee will 
comprise guests, staff and volunteers who will help make democratic center decisions.  

 

Personal Statement: My work with Manna Community Center has established core social programs for 
individuals facing housing insecurity, created partnerships with local organizations to solve issues 
collaboratively and employed guests as part of our mission to have more democratic decision making. 
Through this project I have been able to establish a sustainable connection with my host institution, Smith 
College, to train and support future volunteer cohorts at Manna. I believe this work represents the value in 
conducting a project for peace in an institution’s local community where resources and expertise can be 
more widely shared throughout the school year.  

 


