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UNDER THE BELLY OF THE BEAST
MSU alum Patrick Atkinson has saved more than 8,000 children from the horror of poverty and violence. He's tired, but buoyed by his faith…
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"Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil…." Psalms 23:4 

During his past 15 years working in the slums and garbage dumps surrounding Guatemala City, Patrick Atkinson has been shot at, bombed and extorted. He's survived two knifings, two car accidents and one motorcycle accident. 

He's been sick four times with malaria, the last bout nearly killing him when his weight dropped from 145 to 109 pounds. He's been infected twice with hepatitis, three times with dengue fever and endured repeated tapeworm, amoeba and lice infections. 

His arm is scarred by a cigarette burn inflicted by a drunken father. 

For this, he works 16 to 20 hours a day without a salary, and house-sits for shelter. 

Why? 

To save, so far, more than 8,000 Guatemalan children from the nightmares of poverty and violence. He does it as executive director of The GOD´S CHILD Project, Central America's largest private foster-care program, which Atkinson founded in 1991. Its goal: to break the grimy chain of poverty by feeding, clothing and educating the poorest of the poor. 

"We survive on donations and we're always on the edge," said Atkinson, 39, a Bismarck, N.D., native who graduated MSU magna cum laude in 1981 with both a criminal justice and social work degree. "Ninety-six cents of every dollar donated to us goes directly to the children. Last year we raised $356,782 - half of it coming from North Dakotans. After expenses, we closed the fiscal year with a $142,348 deficit of expenses over revenue, our first down year ever." 

His spartan 12 X 12-foot God's Child headquarters in Bismarck is a testament to the project's piety. It's provided by Atkinson´s boyhood parish, the Cathedral of the Holy Spirit. Not even a hint of a prodigal son here. 

Besides donations, a network of interdenominational volunteers keeps the project running. 

With 725 kids in the program now, he needs $3 a day to support each child in foster care and $1.50 a day for each child who lives at home. "Doing the math, we must raise $1,400 a day to make ends meet. When your children are dying and all call out to you for help, there really isn't any choice. You go first, take a deep breath second, and try to figure out what the heck you got yourself into last." 

Atkinson doesn't wear sackcloth, vestments or a crown of thorns. He flashes a wry smile, eats a low cholesterol diet, lifts weights and yearns for the comforts of the material world. He is flesh and blood. 

He won't like it, but because of his personal sacrifices, it's tempting to drape him in a cloak of righteousness and divinity -- kind of a rare supernova shining in a dark, cold eternity. 

"For us, he is a saint," says Luis Enrique Sanchez, the son of a prostitute mother and a violent alcoholic father who spent much of his youth sleeping under a park bench, fighting off rats and insects. Sanchez´s parents threw him out at the age of five. When he came to Atkinson in 1983, he said he wanted to become a doctor. Today he's finishing his medical internship, thanks to Atkinson. And providing volunteer medical care to children in the project. 

"What I have is a vocation," said Atkinson, bathed in the confidence of his faith. "It's a gift from God, a special request for you to do something special and distinct. Sometimes the burden seems heavy, but the world is sort of like a class we're taking, and if we could learn it all without any effort, it would have no value at all." 

That's not how Atkinson felt when he first came to Moorhead State in the mid-1970s. "I was a fairly conservative kid who wanted to study business, law or management," he said. "I thought the so-called hippies on campus were just crazies. I was convinced that Americans always wore the white hats around the world. And I believed the stories about world poverty were exaggerated lies." 

As a lark, he took a criminal justice class from MSU´s resident Marxist then, Jim Messerschmidt. "I just wanted to argue with this guy. He represented all that I had grown to hate: radicals, liberals, anything against the standard. But his openness in class encouraged me to at least listen to what he was saying." 

One day a group in the class took part in a protest march against U.S. military intervention in El Salvador. "I went along just for fun. The next day, there I am on the front page of The Forum, standing in front of the Fargo Federal Building, holding a sign that says 'No More Bombs.'" 

Ironically, the class turned out to be an epiphany of sorts. "It opened me up to new ideas, and taught me to question my traditional ways of thinking. And I found that most of these so-called hippies, or protesters, were actually sincere, well-meaning people. The experience changed my life, and my major. In college, I discovered, you really can recreate yourself." 

To prepare himself for his new calling, he stuck around MSU after graduating to study accounting, printing, carpentry and management. 

Next stop: Hell's Kitchen in New York City, working with runaways, street prostitutes, drug addicts and gang members as an employee of the New York-based Covenant International Foundation. "It was like dropping me on the moon, yet I never doubted for an instant that this was to be my line of work." 

But Hell's Kitchen burned him out. So he sought an overseas assignment. He got it, running an orphanage for Indian children who had lost their parents in Guatemala's bloody 36-year civil war. 

Within six years, he developed dozens of new programs across Central America, Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras and Panama. He had an $8 million budget and a staff of 500. He took clothing and medicines into El Salvador, he was in Haiti the day after Duvalier fled the country, worked in Panama during most of the Noriega years. 

"By 1989 I had lived through more than six years of Central America's bloodiest years. On one occasion, I responded to a plea from a village in the Guatemalan province of Chimaltenango, and went to pick up three boys and girls. Six hours after I arrived, 14 mothers handed me their children and begged me to get them to safety. We squeezed 16 people in a small three-seat jeep. All of the kids were screaming, some were bleeding, most became sick. At the time, these overwhelming images were so common, they didn't bother me at all." 

Then the flashbacks and cold sweats began. He fought back depression, feared the night. He submitted his resignation, but the CIF Foundation promoted him to a legal, financial and research position in Southwest Asia. 

After one year, Atkinson threw in the sacramental towel. "I decided to come back to Bismarck and establish what I had hoped would be a more normal life," he said. 

That was 1990. "I had put in 10 years on the front lines of God's army, I was exhausted, my body was wracked with diseases. The images of poverty, refugee camps, police states and war victims drained me." 

Atkinson rented a stylish apartment in a complex with tennis courts and a swimming pool, bought an Audi with an Alpine stereo system and sun-roof, and began applying to law schools. He dated, went dancing, planned to buy a piece of property on a bluff overlooking the Missouri River. 

Then the stained, crumpled letters started arriving. More than 100 of them from children he had saved in Guatemala. One letter made the point clear: "You were the only father we ever knew. We liked having you here before, but now is when we really need you. If you come back, we promise not to steal from you anymore." 

Atkinson tried placing the children with other agencies, without success. "Finally I decided I had to go back and finish raising 30 to 50 boys and girls, at least get them out of high school. So I sold what new belongings I could, gave the rest away. And once again crawled back under the belly of the beast. I thought it would take just three or four years." 

That was eight years ago. He's still there caring for 725 children and 3,000 of their poor relatives in a city where 5,000 people live in garbage dumps. "God simply gave me my marching orders," he said. "So I took them and went forward." 

Half the children in the project are orphans whose parents were killed, lost or displaced during the civil war; the other half are from troubled families who live in the slums. Many of the children have received no schooling. 

Under Atkinson´s program, children are placed with their own relatives or in good foster homes. The project pays their educational, medical and living expenses. In addition, Atkinson´s unique system provides a financial incentive based on the children's report cards. At a bare minimum, the children are expected to carry a "B" average on their school work. 

After entering The GOD´S CHILD Project, one-third of the children become honor students; two-thirds finish high school; 20 percent go on to universities. 

He calls his unique educational system the Bismarck Method because its no-nonsense, practical approach gets the job done. 

"We're doing the most radical social change -- we're feeding the hungry, housing the homeless and teaching the uneducated," Atkinson said. 

Last year when 50 spaces opened up at God's Child, about 1,500 children lined up to apply, with only word of mouth advertising. It pains Atkinson to turn kids away. "I feed probably 30 to 40 homeless from my front door every day." 

On 15 occasions, he's adopted Guatemalan children. His latest, Ernesto, now 17, he also adopted through United States courts. Ernesto came to Atkinson as a 30-pound, 10-year-old child. "I didn't think he would live after his mother dropped him off at my doorstep," Atkinson said. "Now he's a high school freshman, calls me papa, and helps with construction projects." 

The GOD´S CHILD Project was originally headquartered in a borrowed farmhouse on the edge of a hill outside Antigua. Two years ago, Atkinson, with funds donated by the Dreamer Ministries in Texas, bought a four-acre piece of property in the pueblo of San Felipe where he's currently building The Dreamer Center, which will house an educational, health care and community center for the children. It's primarily staffed by volunteers. 

On Sundays, Atkinson takes some of his children to Guatemala City, an hour away from Antigua, to shop for necessities that aren't likely to be donated. They eat free at McDonalds, courtesy of a supporter who runs the fast-food chain's Latin American division. They drive a 1992, 15-passenger Toyota Van. 

"When I first arrived here in 1991, the people gave me a dilapidated pig truck," Atkinson said. "It broke down the first night I had it." 

Two years late, Atkinson met movie actor Martin Sheen on a human rights mission to Central America. "I was driving him around in that old pig truck, and it broke down again. He waited with me for a tow truck, then slipped $500 into my shirt pocket to get the truck fixed. A couple minutes later, Sheen said he made a mistake. I thought he wanted the money back. But he said that I was carrying some very special cargo, and told me to choose the vehicle I wanted, then send him the bill." 

Bright moments like that keep him motivated. But Atkinson is tired. Four years have stretched to eight. Poverty, disease and violence are becoming his Kryptonite. 

His faith, however, never pales. It's unequivocal. 

When asked how he can worship a God who allows so much poverty, pain and disease to saturate the world, he says: "If the world were perfect, we wouldn't be able to deal with it, grow in it, or improve it. How would we know what happiness was unless we also knew what it meant to be sad. We need the reference points for it to make sense." 

Atkinson credits his journey into God's recruit to a near-death experience he had during a boating accident when he was 14 years old. He was dragged to the bottom of a creek after his leg got caught in a rope. He nearly died. "That moment is as vivid today as if it happened yesterday. I remember them pulling me out of the water. I started crying and crying because I didn't want to come back. When I was at the bottom and approached death, I was enveloped in a misty curtain, drenched in love and warmth, hovering 40 feet above it all. It was so beautiful. The material world disappeared. It meant nothing. That experience removed all doubt in my mind about the existence of another world beyond. From that moment on, I lost my fear of death." 

Now Atkinson is caught in a vortex of faith, fearlessness, poverty, violence and disease. It's a spiritual cocktail that's hard to swallow. But he approaches the confusion this way: "The only possession we own that matters at all is our soul, because it is the only thing that is permanent," he said. "Everything else is temporary: a flash in the pan of insignificance in the global scheme of existence. I think the purpose of life is to define the state of our soul, which, of course, is synonymous with defining our relationship with God." 

(Donations to The GOD´S CHILD Project can be sent to: Patrick Atkinson, Executive Director, 519 North Raymond Street, P.O. Box 1573, Bismarck, N.D. 58502-1573. (701)255-7956. godschld@btinet.net. Or visit their website at www.godschild.org) 
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