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When listoning to Molissa Rinchart talk
about hor beginnings in social sorvices, it's
kard not to think that the chapter title in
her life story for the past decade should be
The Acddental Activist. Her ascension to
excculiva diractor of Wellspring Intarfaith
Social Services says more about the need for
organizations to weigh the intangibles, rather
than relying solely on previous paradigms.

Interostingly, if not earnastly
enough, Rinehart's caroes path beganin
2007, after earning her Ph.D.in cultural
anthropology from Michigan State University,
when she moved away from the familial
atmosphere of Fort Wayne far a tenure-
track position at Valdosta State University in
southerm Georgia,

4n expected route for an academic
1o take, however, Rinchart's path had both
an emotional and professional pivot on
January 12, 2010~ 1he dey Haiti was leveled
by a massive earthquake. Watching the
unimaginable devastation drew out not anly
har empathy, but also her srong nood to de
samething to help,

“Id never been to Haiti. nor had | studied
the Haitian paeple or culiure,” said Rinehart,
“But that night, | cowda’t sleep that night and
the next marning | called the American Red
Cross and told them | wanted to help. What
they heard was that there was a professor
interested in a reliof offort, and oon there

was a TV crew interviewing me, | was liko a
deer caught in headlights"

Butin the end, her university's
impromptu relief eflort accumulated more
than 10 tons of rice, beans and bottled
witer that was transporled o Hasti with
the assistance of the State Depatment
and the generous donations from her
bocal community.

In a matter of days, Rinchart began
1o challenge her own dostiny as a young
academic. *Sadial anthropolagists aren‘t
col, orindifferent,” said Rinehart. “They are
what they are - observers, measurers and
chroniclors of human nature. Think of it as
kind of like Star Trek's Prime Directive, but
with exceptions - relief drives, for example.
(fyou dan't know the Frime Directive, well,
don't think less of mo and lock itup.)*

Rinehant began wrestling with the duality
bewween being an academic, which can be
economically comfortable and intellectually
presperous and pursuing a new career path
that would have less certalnty and security.

By the time she took the reins at
Wellspring in March 2019, Rinehart had
served a5 a nonprofa consultant and directed
the Visiting Nurses' divarsity and inclusion
program, She'd lived frugatly and, st ono
point, had to rely on public assistance and a
food bank to get her and her family through
laugh times.
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“WE SERVE THE HOMELESS, PEOPLE LIVING IN GROUP

HOMES, SINGLE-PARENT HOMES AND PROFESSIONALS.

THERE IS NO TYPICAL CLIENT OF OUR SERVICES.”

Its the idea of living life on the ¢dge
that Rinchan spid she wants people —cven
friends and Bamily~to understand abaut the
peaple who Wellspring assists. At its core,
food insecurity i1 prevelenl evenina land of
plenty. And having s job doesn’t necessarily
translate to making a living wage, even in
o city like Fort Wayne thot dofines itself as
having lower costs of lving,

"l hzte to use the word poverty
berause itis a label thas fixes an image
that isn't based in reality,” said Rinehart,
We sorve the homeless, people living in
group hames, single-parent homes and
professionals, There is no typical client of
our senvices.”

As pxecutive dieetar of Wellapring,
Ringhan szid ane of her mzain goals is to
have the organization adapt to the changing
naeds of Fart Wayne, This includes meeting
its clients where they are, rather than just
suppoarting them {rom its offices. With the
nighlinfrastrecture and panncesships, Ringhan
mecbilized Wellspring to have three vans that
serve Wallspring on Wheels,

Yul, rother than just drive-up and
open its doors, Rinehart used her gcademic
background to research enc davelop
SUpPart systorns that are not only
culturally appropriata for the communitios
Wellspring serves, bul also to help reduce
food waste. For example, on the last
Thursday of the month, Wellspring on
Whacls provides food and servicos
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1argeted to the Burmese community &t the
Autumn Woods apartments.

“I dicd my due diligance,” she said.

The Burmese were not taking the elassie
macaroni and cheese, L was suggosted
that we provide fish and rice end, when
possible, laafy greans, Now, we always un
out of food.”

Rinehartis also inding that mere ard
mare college students are facing food
insecurity, Wellspring works with Indiana
Tach to pravide feod assistance to its
stuclents, Rinchant ssid she is oxcited 10 be
working with institutions af higher learning
to be able to highlight that food insecurity is
a systemic problem faced by many different
typas of people, and not just the Lypically
stereotyped individuals. *Hunger is nota
single image, but a menagerie of indviduals
sufforing,” she said,

As sameaneo who'd boen part af the
focd insecunty menagene, Rinehart knows
hes empathy and her academic waining
affard hor she s'ill st that allows her tobe
sensitivo, as well as strategic, to Fort Wayna's
nced for the services Wellspring pravides,

*Ilec| honored 1o go towork cvery
day and be able to put Wellspring on the
front lines to solve problems theough s
greal programming and services,” she saicl,
Rinchaivs working in the world of ranprafit
sacial s=rvices msy have bean by acddent,
bus her sense of purpose and intention are
clearly established, A
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