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Such things sometimes are called paradigm shifts. For Jackie Uthus, it happened shortly after she and her daughter, Jennifer, returned to Grand Forks after spending a month on a mission to Guatemala. 

“On the third night home, it was late at night and I stood and ironed for 2 ½ hours. Before Guatemala, I would have been beside myself if I had to spend so much time ironing late at night. Now I stood there and said, ‘How lucky we are to have enough clothes that it takes 2 ½ hours to iron them, and that’s only part of our clothes.’” 

As the wag said of paradigms, shifts happen. 

For Uthus and her daughter, it happened because they had been involved with a Bismarck charity in Guatemala, GOD'S CHILD Project, for several years, sending $25 or more per month to their “adopted” daughter Heidy Janet Vazquez Cabrera. 

Uthus teaches art in Grand Forks elementary schools. Jennifer, her daughter, will be a senior at Central High School this fall. Jennifer and her cousin, Annie Hoffman, Williston, ND, decided they wanted to volunteer for a month with GOD'S CHILD Project in Guatemala. Jackie Uthus decided it wouldn’t be wise to send two teen-agers alone that far for that long. So she went with them; they left June 25 and returned July 24. “I figured it cost $3,000,” Uthus said. The plane fare to Antigua and back was $1,600 for the two of them. While there, they lived with a family and paid $7 per day for three meals and a room. 

They picked rock and cleared branches to prepare for building a new educational center, stuffed envelopes and put on mailing labels, played basketball with children, studied Spanish. 

Simple Mission

GOD'S CHILD Project was started by Patrick Atkinson, Bismarck, in 1991 to continue helping programs he had begun in Guatemala several years before. The mission is simple: Help as many of the very poor children in that country of 10 million as possible. Atkinson, 37, is a Bismarck native who first went to Guatemala in 1983 to work for a charity that, because of unrelated problems, was dismantled by 1990. Back in Bismarck, preparing to attend law school, get married and in his words, live the yuppie lifestyle after a decade of helping the poor, Atkinson learned that many children he earlier had helped now had no one to help them. He sold his possessions, broke off his near-marriage and went back to Antigua and started a new charity, GOD'S CHILD Project. 

He’s now getting lots of attention, only five years after starting it, because of what he calls the unique nature of the help he gives. He calls it the Bismarck Method because it’s no-nonsense, practical and loving, and gets the job done, like the people and place he’s from, Atkinson said. But it’s radical, too, he said. “Nothing is more radical than someone who takes the gospel literally,” he said. 

It’s a nondenominational charity; he’s Catholic, Uthus is Lutheran. Atkinson said he approaches the children as having two kinds of rights; natural ones, such as the right to dignity, shelter and clothing and medical care, and earned ones, such as pocket money and other benefits. The children, some living with their families, some orphans living on the street, learn that studying and staying in school pays dividends, at first in room and board and stipends, later in jobs and a whole new life. 

A lot of help is needed, Uthus said. Many children never attend school, because they are too busy working, shining shoes or washing cars to put food on their family’s table, she said. After only four years or so of the project, there now are 700 children in it, getting their basic needs met, including medical help they need, and help to stay in school. 

“It really helps the people down there and it’s doing a lot of good for the kids because they are working harder in school,” Jennifer Uthus said. “When they get older, they will have better jobs, instead of just living on the street and selling weavings or whatever.” 

Only one in six Guatemalan children stay in school after sixth grade, Atkinson said. He’s set up a system of foster families to take any abandoned children in; the project also helps children who remain living with their poverty-stricken families. The stipend paid them becomes a resource for the whole family to get out of poverty. Tying the project to the children’s performance in school lends a valuable incentive that encourages the whole family to place value on education, Atkinson said. 

On young man, Luis Enrique Perez, whom he has worked with for several years, now is finishing medical school and can’t wait to return to the slums to help children like he once was, Atkinson said. UCLA’s medical school now is using GOD'S CHILD Project as an internship for its students, he said. 

Jackie Uthus said the Project works wonders with little extra cost. Atkinson gets no salary; he survives on donations and odd jobs. A network of volunteers, five or 10 at any time, keep the project running. A network of supporters around the world, mostly in North Dakota, keeps the budget going. Last year, the project spent $262,000 in Guatemala, Atkinson said. GOD'S CHILD Project is a registered nonprofit charity with tax deductible status, Atkinson said. Nearly all the money donated goes to help the children, not to pay administration or other bureaucratic costs, he said. 

Clear View

For Jackie Uthus, going to Guatemala was an eye-opener that made her realize how much she has to be thankful for. And to share. It also gave her a clear view of what is needed by so many in Guatemala. Including Heidy Janet, now 8, who lives with her mother and sister; the father abandoned the family, which is common, Uthus said. The mother works 12 hours a day for $1.25--not per hour but for the whole day. So the $25, or $30 or $40 the Uthuses send each month makes a difference. It all made Uthus wonder about spending $3,000 for the trip, instead of just sending the money. But she plans a larger impact for the trip. Jennifer now wants to return for a two-year stint as a volunteer. That’s OK with her mother, although a year or two of college first would be preferable, she said. And Jackie isn’t through with the project. She hopes to tell lots of people about it, whoever asks. “I’m hoping I can do more than $3,000 worth of good back here,” she said. 

Uthus said people who want to hear more about the project can call her at 775-8424.

Write GOD'S CHILD Project, Box 1573, Bismarck, ND 58502-1573 or call (701) 255-7956.
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