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Connection through Compassion

Mollie Reinhart and the Befriend Movement

By Maggi Tinsley | Photos by Kami Thacker Photography

‘ /I ollie Reinhart and her family have lived in the
Westhampton neighborhood for more than 15 years, but

now, thanks to the Befriend Movement she founded, every
Richmonder is her neighbor. As noted on the young nonprofit’s
website, “being a friend requires no special skills. No official
training. All you need is an open heart, a curious mind and whatever
time you can share.” And from that philosophy, Mollie has built a
movement that is creating positive change one relationship at a
time. How did she get here?

The Reinharts, high school sweethearts from Maryland’s Eastern
Shore, chose Westhampton to be close to the schools when their
now-adult children were students at St. Christopher’s and St.
Catherine’s. Having put her degrees from Hood College and Harvard
into service in the hospice field, Mollie turned to volunteer roles
while raising Porter (28), Hunter (25) and Caroline (22). She offered
her skills to both of the schools as well as World Pediatric Project,
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Communities in Schools and Boys and Girls Club, to name a few.
Jim, a former Naval officer and Harvard MBA, focused on his career
in financial services and the high-tech industry at local companies
like Capital One and Genworth, among others.

As the children began to move on to college and adulthood, Mollie
felt the call for something more permanent and meaningful. She
knew just who to call for guidance. “I reached out to Reggie Gordon,
then director of Richmond’s Office of Community Wealth Building,
to see how I could be helpful,” she recalls. “He sent me on a lot of
informational interviews around the city, and the most pressing
issue that rose to the top for me was the poverty rate; that’s where |
wanted to do something.”

In December 2017 Gordon connected her to a woman who had
requested assistance with holiday gifts for her family, Ciji Redd. “So
| called her, and | was taken aback by the hopelessness | sensed in
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her robotic voice,” Mollie recalls. She wanted
to meet her. “I took a friend and picked

Ciji up at the public housing project where
she lives, and we went shopping together.”
Immediately the three found commonalities
as mothers and women despite their
different backgrounds.

“To me, this was so much better than buying
and wrapping gifts for someone I never get
to meet,” she explains. “Ciji got to wrap the
presents she’d selected, so she knew what
was in each package for her son, rather

than having them arrive as well-intended,
mystery donations.” The family stayed

on Mollie’s mind through the holidays. “I
reached back out to her after Christmas, and
we have built a friendship since”—the first of
many forged by Befriend.

Mollie emphasizes that this movement is
“atwo-way street: It’s about being friends
with others from a different background
first, and learning from each other, then
sharing resources and networks with each
other as the relationship develops—just
like any friends would do. Both sides of the
friendship are changed forever. Hence, the
name Befriend,” she says.

And that understanding has subsequently
made her much more open to all people,

Pictured clockwise from front: Terence Hollowell,
Eleanor Angle, Patty Parks, Reggie Gordon,
Mollie Reinhart, Jojo Forbes, Mamie Farley

regardless of any differences. As Gordon,
now Richmond’s deputy chief administrative
officer for human services, wrote in a 2019
Richmond Times-Dispatch op-ed, Richmond
was “ripe for a compassion movement of
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thought and deed about how we connect to
one another.” Mollie Reinhart is making that
areality.

Befriend grew gradually, and, like everything
else, was forced to pivot by the pandemic.
“Befriend actually expanded in a new way
during Covid!” Mollie recalls. “While we
couldn’t do in-person gatherings at first, we
did more social media and Zoom sessions
and later offered our gatherings outside

at parks.”

But Covid also made it clear to most that

we need human connections. “l want to
provide opportunities for people to connect
through compassion,” she states, explaining
that the understanding and empathy that
arise from such connections lead to change
within and beyond the individual. Befriend
brings people together through simple
walks in neighborhoods from the East End
to Westhampton, gatherings and service
projects with collaborators like RVA Light
and Keep Virginia Cozy and text-based
“connection circles.”

“Everyone starts at their own comfort
level,” Mollie explains, “from just following
us on Instagram to participating in regular
walk-and-talks. As they dig in deeper, they
too are sharing their stories and listening
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intently to stories that may be pretty raw and
hard to hear.” This has been true for her own
family members. Husband Jim had only his
second in-person experience on a recent trip
to Philadelphia, where Ed Banks is launching
another Befriend outpost. Ed’s own early
encounter with Mollie led him to call Befriend
“the most powerful movement on earth
when it comes to having a positive impact on
people’s lives.”

Son Porter Reinhart, who works in
management consulting and as a part-time
scout for the New York Yankees, lives in
Richmond and follows Befriend on social
media; he supported Befriend at the recent
Ellwood Thompson’s 5%-back day. His
brother Hunter, farther afield in Los Angeles,
supports Befriend on social media, provides
technical support and participated in a river
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clean-up while in town. And it was trips
to the coast to visit Hunter, or daughter
Caroline at Stanford University, that
led Mollie to discover a like-minded
organization in the Denver airport, Be
Good to People.

“Each person who participates finds

that they are changed through the
experience of Befriend,” Mollie says, “no
matter where they join in.” She definitely
encourages readers to check the calendar
and try a community clean-up activity,
because “there’s nothing better than
walking around and getting to know each
other while doing something to help the
environment.” That’s daughter Caroline’s
favorite, as she’s pursuing a sustainability
degree at Stanford, where she’s also a
senior on the field hockey team.

Speaking of Stanford, Mollie herself
completed the Applied Compassion
Training offered by Stanford Medicine’s
Center for Compassion and Altruism
Research and Education. She continues
to carry her message far and wide,
presenting at a kindness workshop

at New York’s Omega Institute in July.
And this fall, Befriend is participating

in the THRIVE accelerator program, a
collaboration between the Collaboratory
of Virginia at UTurn and the Spark Mill.

THRIVE provides an opportunity for
smaller nonprofits to look beyond current
challenges and obstacles and plan out a
direct and streamlined path forward.

“We are getting confirmation that we
are doing things right,” Mollie exclaims,
halfway through the program. Of course
she dreams of taking the Befriend
Movement global, but acknowledges
that “our next goal is to make systemic
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change. If we continue to raise awareness
and create caring, it will lead to action; |
truly believe that small acts of compassion
make a difference,” she says.

“As humans we share core values—we

all want to have our basic needs met

and to be happy,” Mollie acknowledges.
“We are all the same beneath the 1/16-
inch that is our skin.” By setting a tone

of comfort and having an open heart

and a curious mind, she will continue

to celebrate the commonalities as she
connects people to one another so that
they can forge new relationships and

unite through compassion. “Our goal is to
create friendships so that every person can
embrace empathy, foster understanding
and bring our world closer together,” Mollie
concludes. Aren’t we all lucky to call her
neighbor!

Mollie invites her Westhampton neighbors
to join the Befriend Movement by following
@befriend.movement on Instagram or
signing up for their newsletter on the
website at befriendmovement.org. You

can even email her directly at mollie@
befriendmovement.org.



