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North Dakota man helps Guatemalan children 

By Janet Park 

“You were the only father we ever knew. We liked having you here before but now is when we really need you,” wrote a Guatemalan boy to Patrick Atkinson, a Catholic parishioner in Bismarck, N.D. “If you come back, we promise not to steal from you anymore.” 

This is one of a hundred rumpled, stained letters Atkinson received in 1990 from homeless children he had rescued during his earlier stint in war-torn Guatemala, begging him to return. 

After the letters arrived, he returned to Guatemala and tried placing the youngsters with other agencies without success. Haunted by their pleas, he knew he had to give up his plans to attend law school in the U.S. “God gave me my marching orders.” 

So, with a few dollars in his pocket and a big commitment in his heart, Atkinson returned to the work be had begun once before, that of helping the country’s poorest of the poor children. His goal was to break their devastating chain of poverty by feeding, clothing and educating them. 

Now, nine years later, still with little money in his pocket, 41-year-old Atkinson, a passionate human dynamo, has succeeded in assisting more than 15,000 children. As founder and executive director of The GOD’S CHILD Project, he oversees the largest private foster​ care program in Central America. His organization currently is financing the education of 2,533 children enrolled in 87 schools throughout the country. 

He started the program with a vision—that with schooling, young people could gain the necessary skills and vocations to obtain better paying jobs, and thus be able to work their way out of poverty. Through his strong faith, courage and perseverance, his dream has become a reality. 

But operating on a shoestring hasn’t been easy. “We survive on donations, and while we are always on the edge, we keep going,” Atkinson explains. His faith never falters, obvious by his enthusiasm and talk of future plans. “I have nothing but the fullest trust that God will inspire someone to help us at each stop as we go along.” 

The Cathedral of the Holy Spirit, his home parish in Bismarck, ND, provided the initial help by providing space for a small office to serve as the program’s U.S. headquarters, and has sent clothing and dona​tions. Other funds have dribbled in. Certain contributions, such as those from Dreamer Ministries in Texas, were earmarked to start the construction of the now nearly completed Dreamer Center in Antigua, the project’s educational, health care and community center. Rotary clubs in the Dakotas and Minnesota donated money for one of the buildings, the recently dedicated Rotary International Education Center. 

According to Atkinson, ninety-five cents of every dollar donated to The GOD’S CHILD Project by individuals, church groups and organizations go directly to the children and their families. In addition to donations, volun​teers from around the world have come to help. Some have served on the staff; others have const​ructed modest homes for GOD’S CHILD Project families. 

Last year, through the ServiceTeam Experience program, 17 groups throughout the U.S. traveled to Guatemala to build concrete-block houses. Atkinson’s program has a good track record. Of the children helped through The GOD’S CHILD Project, 70 percent of his kids finish high school, and 50 percent of those who graduate from high school through his program go on to college. (Compare this to the national average in which 65 percent of all Guatemalan children don’t study past sixth grade primary.) 

“Many of our children make the honor roll,” he says, crediting their success to God’s help and the unique educational system, The Bismarck Education System, which he designed to provide a vested, financial incentive based on students’ grades. Children accepted in his program are given uniforms, tuition and school supplies, plus dental and medical care. They can earn pocket money by studying hard and getting good report cards, which also gives the parents an incentive to have their children stay in school. 

And, of the 15 children Atkinson has adopted or has received legal custody of, one earned his medical degree and serves as the clinic’s medical director. Another is finishing law school and directs the project’s legal and human rights efforts, and a third is the program’s physical plant director. Others are now teachers and serve as leaders in Guatemalan charities begun and financed by the program. 

The GOD’S CHILD Project reaches out to children near and far. For example, it finances the Hermano Pedro Special Education School in downtown Antigua, Guatemala, for 65 young​sters with disabilities. In the western mountain region, the project administers and funds a scholarship program for 65 refugee children who returned to Guate​mala with their families after the recent peace accords were signed, and assumed a different school for 1200 Indian children. What has driven Atkinson to dedicate his life to helping the poor? Foregoing a comfortable life in the states, and living day to day in borrowed homes and second hand clothing? 

He attributes his dedication as God’s recruit to a near-drowning he had when he was 14 years old. “It’s as vivid today as when it happened. It was like I was encased in a misty curtain, surrounded by love and warmth. It removed all doubt in my mind of the after-life. From that moment on, I lost my fear of death and am able to plan very long-term goals,” he says. “That experience was a gift from God, and along with it came a specific request to do something special and dis​tinct”. 

Next, a criminal justice class, which he took while attending Moorhead State University, opened his eyes to new ideas and a world of suffering - a revelation that changed his direction. He switched his business major, graduating with a double degree in criminal justice and social work. That led him to work in New York’s Hell’s Kitchen. Then, through the Covenant International Foundation, an agency dedicated to helping the poor, he took an overseas assignment, running an orphanage for children who lost their parents during Guatemala’s violent civil war. Within six years he had developed and was directing dozens of programs in Mexico, Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala.

“By 1990, I had put ten years on the front lines of God’s army, six of which were Central America’s bloodiest years. I was burned out and weary, after putting in long days in a war-torn country. I decided to go bock to Bismarck to establish a more normal life,” he explains. Many of his former programs for orphans in Guatemala were closed by a new administration, though, and after that, the children’s letters started coming, asking him to return to Guatemala and help them get back their lives back in order. “I knew I had to return to guide them up a steep incline.”

Today, even though there’s a struggle to find the needed dollars, and he worries about it, he has no regrets. He has found his calling, responding to a multitude of cries for help from among Guatemala’s poverty-stricken people. 

* * * * * 

Atkinson recently received the “Benefactor of the City” award from the City of Antigua for his dedicated service to the poorest of the poor. This award was given only once before, some 450 years ago. 

* * * * * 

However, he doesn’t take credit for his great works, claiming it’s God’s doings. “I merely said ‘yes’ to the plan He laid out for me.” 

* * * * * 

Janet Park is a freelance writer living in Seattle, Washington. 

Want to Help? 

There are many ways you can help The GOD’S CHILD Project: make a donation, sponsor a Godchild, or serve as a short-term or long-term volunteer. For information, contact The GOD’S CHILD Project, P.O. Box 1573, Bismarck, N.D. 58502-1573 (701-255-7956).
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