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ANTIGUA, Guatemala - No one could have known it would hurt like this.
They had come to this mountain to reach out to the poor and suffering who live on its steep flanks. But barely two hours into their labor of love, it was they who needed help. 

At every point along the narrow, switchback trail they slumped, dizzy, nauseated, breathless and rubber legged, nearly drowning in sweat that washed down their bodies like a hard tropical rain. 

Some grimaced as they massaged legs bulging and knotted with cramps. Others looking ashen or flushed took in deep gulps of warm water and thin mountain air, their lungs aching, their chests pounding in their ears. 

The task that had begun so eagerly, so joyously, now seemed miserable and impossible. 

Midway up the mountainside a family of nine was living in one small room, and the group of volunteers from Mandan and Bismarck, N.D., had traveled these many miles to build them another. 

But nothing would happen until a couple hundred cinder blocks, two dozen heavy sheets of wallboard and metal roofing, a score of rough cypress timbers, 30 pounds of assorted nails, and a half-ton of sand and concrete meted out in 50- and 100-lb sacks were transported up. It would take many grueling trips, and there was but one way. 

So on a path so steep and narrow it would make a mountain goat curse, the volunteers shouldered the supplies and began a climb that would change their lives. 

Their journey actually began in January, when the Spirit of Life Catholic Church in Mandan announced it was looking for adult volunteers to work as part of a service team for the God's Child Project in Antigua. 

Founded in 1991 by Bismarck native Patrick Atkinson, God's Child began with the modest aim of raising three dozen children orphaned during Guatemala's bloody 36-year civil war. 

Today, God's Child helps feed and educate more than 700 poor and orphaned children. 

The Spirit of Life congregation had sent two prior service teams of youth to work on housing projects, but this was the first group of adults. 

Thirteen in number, they are of all ages and come from all walks of life. They are teachers and businesswomen, an electrical engineer, a student, a machine-shop owner, a pharmacist, a furniture mover, a nurse, a carpenter. 

Together they would collect and transport clothes for hundreds of needy children, and they would pay for and build three tiny homes and a few outdoor privies. 

Having hoisted dozens of bags bulging with kids clothes onto the roof, they pile into a tiny bus parked at the teeming entrance of Guatemala City's International Airport. 

In all, 23 people - the service team and those who had come to aid their arrival - cram into a vehicle more suited for 15 passengers, luggage stacked on their laps and at their feet. 

The driver pulls the key from her shirt pocket and turns the ignition. Only a plaintive groan comes from beneath the hood, the kind made by a cranky teenager who wants to sleep away a school morning. 

She jiggles the bent key in the slot, mouthing what must surely be the Spanish equivalent of "C'mon, baby," but only coaxes another groan. 

On the third jiggling try, the bus spits to life, coughs up a black diesel cloud, and wheezes down the road, a machine with emphysema. 

It dies again at a fuel station just a few miles away, but this time the bus won't be sweet-talked back from the grave. 

"Welcome to Guatemala," says Griffin as he motions for volunteers to get out and push it to a start. 

A veteran of four such trips, Griffin knows something that they do not: Nothing, but nothing, works here. 

In Guatemala, a watch is just a piece of pretty jewelry and a plan is just a piece of paper to be crumbled and tossed. Things happen in their own time and in their own capricious way. Only fools and stoic Midwesterners fight it. The rest learn to roll. 

"Don't worry," assures Griffin as the revived bus begins a grunting climb. "This is the Third World. It'll happen again." 

It's late and the group says little as the bus wends its way toward Antigua. 

Little by little, the rank scent of Guatemala City - which smells as though something were rotting and burning at the same time - begins to fade. And a night sky tattooed with the glowing trademarks of McDonald's and Pizza Hut, Gallo beer and "Bimbo" bread gives way to the moon and a winding mountain road of black. 

Washed in the yellow-ocher light of morning, the ruins of colonial Antigua stand dejected yet no less regal than they stood centuries ago. 

Founded in 1542, the city was the seat of government in Guatemala, then a Spanish colony that included most of present day Central America. 

Antigua's reign ended in 1773, when the city was humbled by an earthquake that left it in rubble. 

Nestled in the narrow Panchoy Valley, Antigua is surrounded by rugged green mountains and the stately volcanoes Agua, Acatenango and Fuego. A plume of smoke rises from the active Fuego, whose name means 'Fire,' and mixes with the clouds that loiter near its top. 

The volunteers drink in the majestic landscape as they walk the cobblestone streets toward the headquarters of the God's Child Project. Soon they would see that beneath the lush tropical canopy is concealed human suffering as stark and ugly as the land is beautiful. 

If they had come merely to build houses, then their efforts would be misguided, God's Child Director Patrick Atkinson tells the group seated in plastic chairs around the table. 

"You're here to get to know your God better, to know yourselves better, and to share life with the poor," he admonishes. "If you happen to nail two pieces of board together, that's gravy." 

This could not be done from an emotional distance. Their charge was to share life not observe it, to offer their hearts as well as their hands. 

In doing so they would learn a lesson that only those in want can teach. "The poor choose to be happy," Atkinson tells them. 

It's not that they've grown immune to pain or sickness or bellies that throb with hunger. These are the lifelong companions of the destitute, and Atkinson cautions the group not to diminish their suffering. 

"If their teeth are rotting they hurt just as much as yours would," he says. "They could be angry and bitter but they choose to be happy." 

As the volunteers wrestle their building materials up the mountainside, there were no words more difficult to believe. 

How could anything but misery reside in the shacks of cornstalk, rusted tin, plastic sheeting and the odd scrap of lumber cobbled together along the trail? Who could find joy sharing a dirt floor with the roosters whose crows now echo in the morning air? 

The volunteers look on in awe as stooped old men plod past bearing bundles of firewood the size of oil drums on their backs and women tote tubs of laundry and casks of drinking water on their heads. 

"Hola, buenos diaz," they call out, cheerily greeting the exhausted strangers on the trail. 

It takes 550 strides measuring 3 feet each to climb from the base of the mountain to the midway point where the first house would be built. 

A single trip just that far and down again takes 202 more steps than to climb the Washington Monument, and those who dwell here make it many times each day. 

"How can they do it," Ardelle Biberdorf wonders aloud as she rests on the trail. "How?" 

After a day and a half of hauling, the hard labor is over, but the pain is about to begin. 

Only a few of the volunteers stay to build on the mountain. The rest break into three smaller groups and head to other slums, where they're joined by local crew leaders who will supervise housing projects there. 

Each place brings its own brand of heartbreak. 

A grandmother in her 70s watches in anticipation as volunteers fit each new rectangle of the cinder block foundation into place, but she eyes the clouds even more intently. 

The sky is threatening rain and the woman knows she and seven nearly naked children in her care will spend the night shivering in the downpour. 

By evening, the musky scent of approaching rain hangs heavy in the air, but the walls and roof are still days from completion. 

The volunteers place sheets of wallboard and corrugated metal roofing across the foundation blocks as a canopy. 

There is 3 feet of space between the dirt floor and the makeshift roof. The grandmother and children snake in on their bellies, dragging behind them a single gunny sack that holds everything the family owns: a few clothes and a blackened frying pan. 

"I thought I was brought up poor," says Marlene Magilke. "We didn't worry about today - maybe next month - but not today. I didn't know what poor really was." 

Steve Mittelsteadt couldn't help but notice the tiny boy. He was so different from the other curious children who whiled away their days on the work site in San Lorenzo. 

All of them are shoeless and filthy and ill fed, but only Gustavo Adolfo does not play, does not laugh. Like a hobo clown, his face is painted with sadness. 

Even when Mittelsteadt pulls two wrapped sticks of candy from his pocket and displays them in his upper lip like sugary walrus tusks, the boy does not smile. 

Gustavo Adolfo, who can be no more than 4 years old, is ill. Everyday his nose is bloody. His chest rattles with congestion, and he coughs nearly as much as he breathes. 

Maybe it's tuberculosis. Maybe something more benign. Either way, there will be no doctor, no medicine. 

Days later, as the 40-year-old electrical engineer saw the boy again in his dreams, he would lie in bed and weep into his pillow like he hadn't done since he himself was a child. 

"His sad face," Mittelsteadt laments, "haunts me relentlessly." 

Matt Martin is angry at a world he never dreamed could be so cruel and unfair. He's returned badly shaken from the site where his crew is working. 

The one-room house in which the family lives doubles as a latrine. It is beyond poor. It is fetid and squalid. 

The children, barely covered by ragged clothing, are afflicted with an oozing rash spread over much of their bodies and their skin is crawling with flies. 

"You walk in and there's five starving kids looking at you. They're covered with sores," Martin fumes. "It hurt to see it. Why does a family have to live like this? It doesn't seem right to me." 

He doesn't care if it takes every dime he brought along, he's going to find a store somewhere and buy the family everything it needs. And if the stores are closed then, blast it, he'll make somebody open them. 

Each day brings a fresh ration of that urgency, that frustration and sorrow. But those raw emotions are soothed by the unspeakable joy the volunteers take in working beside and getting to know the families they've come to help. 

For some reason he has never quite understood, small kids do not like Leon Klein. Something about him makes them pull into their shells like frightened turtles when he approaches. 

But that's not true of 8-year-old Amanda, who tags along with Leon as he digs a latrine pit into the mountainside. 

They try to talk, she in Spanish, he in English, but these are awkward exchanges. Finally, seated on a bag of sand, Amanda pats another bag, inviting Leon to sit next to her. 

Side by side, they look at each other and smile with a warmth they both understand, uttering not a word yet saying everything. 

Amanda's brothers and sisters lavish the same attention on Leon's wife, Cindy, greeting her daily with hugs. 

The two boys compete to see who can give her the most beautiful bunch of wildflowers. The younger boy, Julio, wins when his bouquet comes tied in a long ribbon of sweetgrass. 

"Oh, man," says Cindy. "My heart dropped into my shoes." 

The children are the same at every work site. In San Lorenzo, a little girl sidles up to a volunteer who kneels to saw a beam. 

For a while she just watches him work the saw back and forth. Then she puts her hand on his shoulder and when he pauses to rest his arm, she wipes away the sweat glistening at his temple, slips her arms around his neck and hugs him sweetly. 

The only thing more boundless than the children's affection is their desire to help. 

Barefoot, they struggle to stack cinder blocks that nearly outweigh them. They sag beneath the weight of sloshing jugs they've carried for a quarter-mile to make cement. 

And they beg to shove their grubby hands into a pair of adult work gloves and be allowed to cut the last strokes through a board or take the last swings at a nail. It makes them feel big and they flex their scrawny biceps after each job. "Muy fuerte!" they growl - "very strong". 

But of all that is beautiful and poignant here, nothing compares to lunch. 

Each day a cooler arrives for the crew stocked with sandwiches, fruit, granola bars, juice and the odd piece of candy. 

It's more food than any two households have seen in a week or more. Still, it's not enough to feed all the kids in the yard on any given day. 

You wouldn't blame any kid who snatched a baloney sandwich and hightailed it into the trees to wolf it down alone. 

But that never happens. Truth is, they don't expect to be invited to share the food, though they always are. 

Often they sit in a line or a circle, and when a sandwich comes their way, they tear off their portion - never too big - and send it down or around to the next kid. 

A bottle of soda comes around to wash it down. Swig and pass. An apple. Crunch and pass. Some weird looking yogurt with tiny bugs crawling up the spoon. Pass ... Pass ... Pass. And so it goes until the cooler is empty and everybody has had their share. 

When an exhausted Christ could no longer walk the path to his cross, a man named Simon was pulled from the throng of onlookers to shoulder the weight of the wood. 

As they carried rough-hewn cypress beams up the mountainside that first day, it would have been easy for the volunteers to see themselves walking the steps of Christ. To imagine that now they understood what it is to suffer for another. 

But such thoughts would seem foolish now. The cross they bore for nine Indian summer days in August would be carried a lifetime by these children they had come to love. 

No, it was not the passion of Christ the volunteers had known. It was the privilege of Simon. And it had transformed them. 

"I'll never be the same person again ... and I wouldn't want to be," says Linda Schwartzbauer. "Where ever I go and whatever I do, I look at it through different eyes." 

Their time here has passed all too quickly and as the volunteers ready themselves to return to lives immensely privileged, they struggle. 

Their gift had been three houses - no, not even houses - three shacks that would be unworthy of their garden tools, and yet they would take so much away. 

Their emotions churn. They can't stay. They can't leave. 

"The kids were hanging on, and we were hanging on. I'd said goodbye five times and one of those had to be the last time," Cindy Klein recalls. "We walked back to our homes and it was just a walk of silence." 

All that last day, it had been building. Welling up. A gathering gray sadness in the sky. 

As night falls, the clouds, no longer able to hold back, weep hard over Antigua and their tears mix with those that rain down the cheeks of the volunteers. 

No one could have known it would hurt like this. 

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
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