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"What I treasure most in life is being able to dream. During my most difficult and complex moments I have been able to dream of a more beautiful future." 
-Rigoberta Menchu Tum, Nobel laureate, Guatemalan human rights activist.- 

SAN FELIPE, Guatemala - Its domed turret, airy verandahs and colonnade of hand-hewn cypress stand in surreal contrast to the squalor of the mountainside slums that share its skyline. 

But the most captivating feature of the Dreamer Center lies not in its beauty, but in its beautiful irony. 

Once a wretched garbage dump, this is now a place of pristine hope for hundreds of throw-away children. 

Once a place of disease and death, this four-acre compound being built by the Bismarck, N.D.-based God's Child Project is now a place to heal and play, to learn and, most of all, to dream. 

In the shacks of cornstalk, cane and rusted tin that pass for homes in San Felipe and other lowly outskirts of Antigua, even dreams cost too much. 

A vision of tomorrow and one's place on that horizon of promise and possibility is a luxury as lavish and unaffordable as running water, a new pair of shoes or month's supply of dried black beans. 

The poor who live in Antigua's slums cannot dwell on the future when surviving the present consumes their every waking moment. 

"They think only from point to point," explains God's Child director Patrick Atkinson. For them, the most distant future is measured not by the calendar but the clock. 

"It's this morning to this afternoon: I want money, work. This afternoon to tonight: I want to eat. Tonight to tomorrow: I want to have a place to sleep and not get hurt." 

And so begins and ends each day beneath the heavy yoke of poverty. No, the poor cannot even dream of dreaming. 

That is why Atkinson does it for them. 

The Bismarck native founded God's Child in 1991 with the intent of raising and schooling 35 abandoned and war-orphaned children who would have lived - and likely died early - on the streets of Antigua and Guatemala City without his help. Seven years later, the project now helps care for 725 children. 

God's Child was supposed to be a small and temporary work of mercy. But every time another barefoot child knocked, Atkinson opened the door. 

By April of 1992 there were 70 kids who needed care and schooling. Nine months later there were 150. 

By mid-year 1995, the front yard of the tiny three-room house Atkinson had rented as a home and headquarters was spilling over with children who came to God's Child for help. 

"Our neighbors were really upset with us," Atkinson says. 

Their huff was understandable. After all, the modest terraces carved into the hillside were a neighborhood, not a playground or a school yard. 

But what happened if they complained too loudly? It was then that Atkinson came to a frightening realization. 

"We had hundreds of people relying on us and if we didn't make it permanent, it could all fall apart." 

So Atkinson set out to find a real home for God's Child, the search guided by three conditions. 

"It had to be near the poor. The closer, the better," he says. "It had to be accessible. It also had to be affordable." 

Atkinson looked at two or three dozen properties before his eyes fell upon the dump. It was love at first sight. 

"It was beautifully filthy and I knew it was it," he says. The land met the test. 

It was right at the base of a mountain abundant with poverty. Located at the point of a highway, it was easily accessible. 

Affordability, however, was another matter entirely. In a country where the annual per capita income is $3,000, land is stunningly expensive. The dump would cost $150,000. That was a problem. 

Dreamer Ministries in Plano, Texas, would provide the solution. A charitable arm of a for-profit company called Event Services, Dreamer Ministries had been familiar with Atkinson's efforts for a couple of years. 

"We needed a cause of our own to help distribute some funds," says principal Pete Miller. "It's a tremendous thing they're doing. It's just a major inspiration." 

Dreamer Ministries bought and donated the land. In addition, it provides $2,500 a month to help with day-to-day project operations. 

Today, construction within the walled compound is hustling toward completion - or as near to hustling as things get here. 

Building goes slowly because every phase of the job has been done by hand. Columns are shaved from logs one thin ribbon of wood at a time. Cement railings are meticulously molded layer by layer and smoothed with a trowel. 

Machinery could make the job go more quickly, but hand labor is cheaper and puts money into more pockets. 

Besides housing the permanent offices of the God's Child project, the main building will be home to a clinic, a medical cooperative, an infant care center, eye and dental clinics, and a community room for local meetings and celebrations. 

Someday soon Atkinson would like to add a home-education radio station that broadcasts language and math and other lessons 24-hours a day. 

"It would get all the families who dropped out of school and can't read and write," he says. 

A handful of Rotary Clubs from Western North Dakota will take care of the school-age children. 

With the help from district and international arms of the Rotary, clubs from Bismarck, Mandan, Bowman, Dickinson, Watford City and Williston, have raised about $80,000 to build the two-story, colonial-style school on the site. 

The Rotarians also will provide desks, bookcases and other furnishings. 

"We're hoping it will be ready when school starts in December," says Bob Peterson, former North Dakota state auditor and the Rotary's past district governor. 

The school will educate hundreds of kids each year, kids who without means to buy the uniforms, books and supplies required in other schools, would never set foot in a classroom. 

But education will be only part of the solution to the problems here, says Atkinson. 

To rise above their legacy of want, the children also must be able to look far beyond today, to close their eyes and see themselves at an intangible point in the future, a future that can exist if they only walk toward it. 

Atkinson has designed the place with that in mind. The soccer field, playground and orderly courtyard are a sanctuary from the chaos and filth outside these walls. 

Even on the hottest day, a breeze sweeps through like a cool sigh of relief. The air is sweet with tranquility. 

In time, a brook will lead to a "quiet" garden, a lush green haven where the plan will be complete, says Atkinson. 

"It's there they can lie down, watch the fish ... and dream." 

For more information about The GOD'S CHILD Project, write to: GOD'S CHILD Project
P O Box 1573
Bismarck, ND 58502-1573
(701) 255-7956
godschld@btinet.net 
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