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Bismarck Club brings new hope to Guatemalan child


When members of the Exchange Club of Bismarck, N.D., decided to reach out and help someone, they did so not knowing how deeply they would become involved with that young person’s life.

Their mission to change a life began simply enough. They had heard Patrick Atkinson, the founder and director of the international child development program, The GOD’S CHILD Project, speak at one of their club meetings. The God’s Child Project helps care for and educate 2,500 orphaned, abandoned and poverty-stricken children in Guatemala.

Atkinson’s message was straightforward and simple—“You have the talent and the resources necessary to change and save lives. God’s Child has proven methods to turn your actions into results. Will you help?”

Helping disadvantaged children in their own community has always been the highest priority of the Bismarck Exchangites. Several members already sponsored children in the GOD’S CHILD Project individually. After seeing what a difference just $50 per month can make in a child’s life in a developing country, the membership decided to expand their territory by sponsoring one of The GOD’S CHILD Project children. 

Three weeks later, the Bismarck members received a letter from Julio Alexander Marroquin, a 7-year-old boy from the slums of Jocotenango, Guatemala. Growing up in a desperately poor family surrounded by prostitution and gang activity, at the tender age of 7, Julio Alexander was already well experienced in the ways of the streets. Unlike most children in his neighborhood, Julio actually had a father, though one that was unemployed and battling the bottle and other drugs. Julio’s mother earned a few cents a day hand-washing her neighbors’ clothes by rubbing them against the sides of a concrete pila, a Guatemalan washbasin. 

When the Bismarck Exchange Club first got in touch with Julio, he was just starting school, and hating it already. He had stated his intention to not attend classes anymore, and his illiterate, uneducated parents felt helpless to stop him from going the way of the streets. It appeared that cynicism and years of living among violence and extreme poverty were going to win Julio over to crime and a dead-end future. 

Members decided that their first goal was to let Julio know that someone “out there” knew he existed. They did this by writing personal notes that let him know there were people who cared about him. They then decided it was time to lay on the gentle pressure to stay in school and get the best grades possible. 

“So many children grow up thinking they are alone in the world,” said club member Kirk Pandolfo. “Their whole outlook becomes, ‘if no one else cares, why should I?’” said Kirk. “That’s a tough logic to counteract unless there are actions behind any words.” 

Perhaps feeling loved and cared about for the first time in his life, Julio surprised his family when he announced that he wasn’t going to drop out anymore, because “his friends didn’t want him to.” He dove into his studies with a fury that would have been deadly had the same energy been channeled into street activities.

Julio recently brought home his first year’s report card. Nearly a year of supportive, caring letters from club members had yielded positive results: His grades were all in the 90th percentile or better, and in one course he averaged a 98, the highest in his class. 

“Our club’s challenge has really just started,” said Kirk. “Even with his street experience and all that he’s seen, he’s still just a young boy in body and at heart. He has a lot of trials and temptations ahead in the next few years, but as long as he knows someone cares and is following what he’s doing, at least he’s got a fighting chance to make it in life.”

Atkinson from The GOD’S CHILD Project couldn’t agree more. “When I read the Exchange Club’s Covenant of Service, I kept thinking ‘that’s them.’ We thought we were about to lose Julio Alexander to the streets, but they brought him back from the edge and got him interested in school again.

“For kids fighting to stay off the streets, what it really comes down to is knowing that someone ‘out there’ is interested and cares.”
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