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OUR LADY GIVES HELP TO THE CHILDREN
  

On November 11, 1999, our group of Regis University (Denver, CO) graduate students traveled to La Antigua Guatemala to work with La Asociacion Nuestros Ahijados, supported in the United States by The GOD’S CHILD Project.  Members of Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church contributed more than $800 and provided countless donations of clothing for the children and the families.  What follows is the story of three children we met during our trip who have benefited from the efforts of The GOD’S CHILD Project organization.  We would like to share their stories with you and let you know the important impact your generosity has had on the children of Guatemala. 

  

SONIA’S STORY 

It was Saturday, only our second full day in La Antigua Guatemala, and the 18 other students from Regis University and I were headed to the mountain village where Sonia grew up.  Ours was one of very few groups of outsiders the village has experienced since an army massacre in 1982.  We were traveling there to hear their testimonies that they had never before shared with a group of outsiders. 

When we arrived, a group of about 15 women ranging in age from 30 to 60 sat in the pews whispering amongst themselves.  They were all dressed in bright red huipiles (Mayan blouses) and seemed very excited about our arrival.  Eventually we would hear their testimonies.  But first we would hear Sonia’s story. 

The soldiers had been terrorizing Indian villages throughout the region for quite some time back in the early 1980’s.  Sonia’s father was the mayor of the town and had done everything he could to avoid problems with the military.  The town even had a Civil Patrol Unit that consisted of men from the village who were supposed to make sure no one helped the guerrillas or conspired against the government.  

One night in 1982, when Sonia was just a small girl, the soldiers came into their village and called a meeting of the Civil Patrol Unit at the town hall.  All the men went obediently into the hall.  Not long after the men had gathered, the soldiers came in with guns and started shooting.  Sonia said they could hear loud pops coming from the hall.  Concerned, her father went to investigate, but soon after he left, word spread that the soldiers were shooting all the men and pulling people from their homes.  Sonia, her brothers, and her mother fled to the mountains for protection.  For several days they remained in the hills without food or warm clothing, waiting for her father to join them.  He never came. 

Eventually Sonia and her family cautiously returned to the village.  “Over there”, she pointed, “underneath that window.  That’s where my brother found my father.”  Sonia stood next to the doorway, tears streaming down her face as she gazed at the spot where her father had been burned alive.  She then looked up and, pointing to the rafters above our heads, she said, “Look, you can still see the charred wood from the burning bodies”. 

Over 20 people were massacred that day in Sonia’s village.  Sonia’s aunt who was seven months pregnant, was dragged from her home and burned alive in front of the hall.  Some time later, Sonia’s mother was raped by a soldier and died trying to get a field abortion. 

It was after this massacre that Patrick Atkinson, the founder of both La Asociacion Nuestros Ahijados and The GOD’S CHILD Project, was contacted.  He was asked to come and pick up some of the children who had been orphaned by the massacre.  Without their husbands to work the fields, the women couldn’t maintain their families and wanted Patrick to take them to Antigua to live with foster families.  But when Patrick arrived in the village, the situation had grown even more desperate and mothers were begging him to take their children.  When he left, Patrick had 16 Mayan children with him.  Sonia was among them. 

Sonia was placed with a foster family by Atkinson and attended school.  For years, it was hard for her to get rid of the hate she felt so strongly in her heart.  Eventually she was able to find inner peace and an outlet for fighting the injustices against her people.  Sonia is now in her final year of law school and works as a legal advocate for the program.  Through the legal system, Sonia works on behalf of abused children, minors in prostitution, and battered and abandoned mothers.

“It took a long time for me to get rid of the hate in my heart”, she told me one day.  “But I finally learned that I could only be free from my oppressors if I forgave them.  Now I have found a way to fight effectively but peacefully.  I am finally happy.” 

  

THE STORY OF ERWIN 

Back at The Dreamer Center, which is the name of the community development center where La Asociacion Nuestros Ahijados is located, we prepared for a different kind of testimony.  Erwin is a young man who, at 21 is still trying to leave behind a traumatic history of prostitution, drug use, and violence. 

Erwin began his story in a low voice, hidden behind a curtain because he couldn’t bear to meet our eyes as he spoke.  He began by telling us of the death of his father.  When Erwin was only three years old, his father was killed in a bus bomb incident.  Without any skills to get a job, his mother turned to prostitution and later to alcohol.  With nowhere to entertain her clients, she frequently brought them home.  One day, the client was more interest in Erwin than in his mother.  That was when Erwin became involved in prostitution. 

Afraid to go home, Erwin began hanging out on the streets of Antigua.  But on the streets he was also prey to sexual assailants.  To protect himself, he joined a gang.  Eventually, Erwin began to use drugs to forget his misery.  Theft and prostitution became a way to support his new drug habit.  He spoke of the difficulty of surviving in such an environment that is a common circumstance for many of the children who are victims of violence in the country. 

Erwin became involved with La Asociacion Nuestros Ahijados at age 13 when he was brought in after a street fight.  Patrick Atkinson, the program’s founder and executive director, worked very hard with Erwin.  Unfortunately, Erwin was not able to abandon his drug habit and had to leave the program. 

Eventually Erwin overcame his shame and asked that the curtain be removed.  As we sat together in the room, looking at each other, Erwin expressed his desire to get his life together.  He continues to have contact with Patrick and the project, and talks openly of the impact the people and the organization have had on his life.  He said he hopes to someday become another success story like the ones that are so common for the organization. 

  

A BABY AND HER MOTHER 

One of the principal projects of our Regis University Service Oriented Field Experience was to build homes for the families of children in La Asociacion Nuestros Ahijados (The GOD’S CHILD Project) program.  These were not homes with multiple rooms, plumbing and electricity, of course.  However, we learned how magnificent a one-room home with a concrete floor and a tin roof was for the families.  The group was divided into four teams and each team would construct a home in three days.  

On the day my group arrived at our work site, a mother approached us carrying a baby.  The child was not quite a year old and had not eaten all day.  The mother told us she could afford to buy formula.  The mother herself had a black eye and was obviously upset and worried.  She shared that she was trying to escape an abusive situation and had no yet found work.  While she had been able to get some formula from a friend, she did not have any left for the following day. 

The students from Regis University contributed money to buy enough baby formula to last three months.  However, we knew that The Dreamer Center also provided a series of other services such as clothing, legal assistance, and a medical clinic.  Upon our return to The Dreamer Center, we found some clothes that we had brought from Denver thanks to the generous donations of the people of Our Lady of Guadalupe parish.  The next day we brought some clothing for the baby and her mother and referred her to The Dreamer Center for medical attention and legal help. 

  

CONCLUSION 

Sonia, Erwin, and the baby are only a few of the many ways we saw La Asociacion Nuestros Ahijados and The GOD’S CHILD Project touch the lives of children and their families.  In 1999, these programs helped 750 boys and girls who were orphaned, abandoned, or so poor that their families could not afford to support them.  The GOD’S CHILD Project has a number of programs that assist these children and their families. 

Help from abroad is critical to the success and continuation of the project’s services.  Service groups like ours work with the project year round.  They frequently build homes, work on special projects at The Dreamer Center, and work with the children.  Donations of clothing, school items, toys, and medical supplies are always welcomed.  The donations from Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church in Denver, Colorado, will be used to purchase school supplies for the children as well as small Christmas gifts.  The clothes will be washed and organized for a giveaway period next month.  We would like to thank the congregation of Our Lady of Guadalupe for their extraordinary generosity and support of our efforts to assist a community devastated by war and poverty. 
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