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By BOB RUPP 

– ANTIGUA, GUATEMALA – 

Susan and Richard Schmaltz did​n’t know about GOD’S CHILD when they decided to come to Guatemala. They didn’t know about Guatemala, either, other than it is in Central America, far south of their native Canada. What they did know was that they wanted to centre their lives more on people, on serving others, and Guatemala seemed the place to do it.

Richard was retired. Susan want​ed a more spiritually-centred life. Both had spent their careers in service, Richard as a school principal, Susan as an early-childhood educator. Both are from Pembroke, Ontario. 

They came to Guatemala rather tentatively, enrolling in a language school for five weeks to see if they could cope with the challenges of a Third World country. Central America is a long way from their original retirement dream of buy​ing a recreational vehicle. 

Once here, things shaped up rap​idly. They liked the warm days and cool nights, the picturesque moun​tains and the friendly people in their native costumes. 

Through friends, they had learned about the Volunteer Missionary Movement, “an ecu​menical community of Christians with its origin in the Catholic tradi​tion.” They signed on, spent time in cross-cultural training and lan​guage school, then were sent to GOD’S CHILD, which meets the YMM standard of “transforming all things in Christ.” The GOD’S CHILD Project (working in Guatemala through La Asociación Nuestros Ahijados and other local charities) is a nondenominational 501(c)3 non-profit with which VMM has worked before.

The Schmaltzs sold everything, bought a cottage on the Ottawa River “for the future,” and moved to Guatemala. They joined the project last December and now  live in Antigua, in a community house retained for long-term volunteers. They work in San Felipe - an adjoining slum area where GOD’S CHILD has its headquarters. 

The mission of the project is to help “the poorest of the poor break the bit​ter chains of poverty through education.” It sponsors orphans, run-away and throw​away kids from kinder​garten through high school, and college if they wish, giving them month​ly cheques for uniforms, books, supplies and food. Students who earn “A’s” are rewarded with larger monthly cheques. That incentive encourages children to study harder and their mothers - if they have mothers - to make sure they do their homework.

Nearly half of GOD’S CHILD kids make Guatemala’s honor roll. Eighty percent of those who stay in the project for a year finish high school. Of those, half go to college.

Founded by Patrick Atkinson of Bismarck, N.D., GOD’S CHILD is the fastest-growing agency of its kind in Central America.

Atkinson, after graduating magma cum laude from Moorhead (MN) State University, had worked for an international welfare agency here and in Southeast Asia for 10 years. Then, figuring he had done his stint, he went home to get a law degree. But things didn’t turn out that way.

About the time he got home, his former agency switched to street kids, kicking out the war orphans he had been working with. Back on Guatemala streets, they wrote Atkinson, asking him to come back. He did come back, 10 years ago, planning to put 35 former wards through high school, then return to the good life.    That didn’t work out, either. He’s still here. The 35 have become 2,500 students enrolled in schools all over this small, inde​pendent nation.

Several of Atkinson’s original 35 are still with him. One, put through medical school by GOD’S CHILD, is the project doctor. A girl, rescued by Atkinson when her brothers and father were massa​cred by soldiers, is now the pro​ject’s attorney, one of  very few native Guatemalan women to complete law school. Others are in other key positions.

The Schmaltzs, and others like them, are also the key. As volun​teers, they keep the project oper​ating, and at minimum cost.

Volunteers come from Canada, the U.S. and Europe; some short term, others for months or years. Those short-term pay all their own costs. Two-year volunteers, like Richard and Susan, get living expenses partly paid, but no salary. That allows Atkinson, who takes only a nominal salary himself, to put maximum money into helping kids. Total expenses average about five percent, far below most agen​cies.

Richard, born near Eston in cen​tral Saskatchewan and raised on a farm near Medicine Hat, Alberta, is handy in carpentry, plumbing and electricity. He knows computers, has a Masters of Education and years of experience teaching and working with children.

His general maintenance skills make him a natural for looking after the GOD’S CHILD physical plant and coordinating the Service Teams that come to build homes. Computer skills keep him in daily touch with the project’s main office in Bismarck.

Susan, a professor and faculty advisor at Algonquin College in Ottawa, has been a placement supervisor for college students, coordina​tor of a family resource centre and established two nursery schools in Canada. She taught early childhood edu​cation at Algonquin and has practical nursing train​ing. She is also a teaches pre-professional clown and entrepreneur, all of which helps mold the 150 kids who show up daily for classes. 

She has also started a “Valley to Valley” project - Ottawa Valley to Antigua Valley, connecting Algonquin College to the San Felipe educational centre. Donna Wincott, an Algonquin col​league, has asked her early-child​hood education students to design teaching aids for Susan’s San Felipe four and five year olds. The goal: develop learning games to teach pre-school Guatemalan children needed basic skills.   The problem: developing those resource materials by English-speaking college stu​dents while keeping them simple enough to be used by Spanish-speaking youngsters just getting into formal learning.

That new program shows prom​ise, as does a fund Susan and Richard set up with the help of the Sisters of St. Joseph, Pembroke, through which Ottawa Valley resi​dents may donate to the two-coun​try effort.

GOD’S CHILD also operates on donations. Much of its money comes in response to a monthly newsletter sent every donor. Additional funds come from godparents, who pay living costs for foster children and receive pic​tures, letters and progress reports in return, plus the satisfaction of knowing their donations are used as they want.

The 2,500 kids Atkinson is cur​rently funding go to schools all over Guatemala. But service in San Felipe, where his centre is located, goes well beyond just kids. Needy adults in that area get free medical care by Dr. Luis Perez, the doctor who was one of the original 35. Families get free dental care, provided by dentists who fly in at their own expense, and free legal advice from Sonia Xinico, the girl put through law school by GOD’S CHILD after Atkinson rescued her. Mothers come for nutritional, baby care and other classes. Groups gather daily in the community room for everything from scout meetings to Al-Anon, an organization for dependents of alcoholics.

Atkinson estimates he has helped 8,000 families during the 10 years since he founded GOD’S CHILD. More important, the numbers of kids and adults will continue to grow so long as donated funds grow! It’s been that way since those first 35 orphans hack in 1990.

To learn more about the project, contact: GOD’S CHILD, P.0. Box 1573, Bismarck, ND, 58502-1573. Phone: 701-255-7956. E-mail: omanager@btinet.net
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