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Retired Stillwater couple volunteers in Central America
-Antigua, Guatemala-  

Matilda Rupp spent last winter feeing kids in Guatemala and buying hand-loomed ladies jackets for sale in the U.S.  Money from the sales goes to feed – and educate – more kids. 

“Mattie” and her husband, Bob, volunteer at The GOD’S CHILD Project, a non-profit charity that pays poor kids to go to school.  The Rupps have spent the past five winters working in the slums of San Felipe, on the edge of this colorful, colonial city.  Before coming here they helped with hot lunches for children in San Miguel de Allende, Mexico. 

Warm winters in Central America are an attraction for this Stillwater-area couple.  But the real reason they come back is the kids.  Kids with dark eyes and ready smiles – but not much else.  “We work with orphans, runaways, throwaways, and children whose mother can’t even afford pencils,” points out Mattie. 

The GOD’S CHILD Project is designed for the “poorest of the poor”.  Founded nine years ago by Patrick Atkinson, a North Dakotan and magna cum laude graduate of Moorhead (MN) State University, its mission is to “break the bitter chains of poverty through education and formation.”  Its goal: to use funds donated from U.S. and international sponsors to help kids learn skills, trades and vocations with which to work their way out of poverty. 

Currently, The GOD’S CHILD Project is paying 920 children to go to 87 public schools.  Money goes directly to the children, who come to the project’s own San Felipe Dreamer Center headquarters from all over Guatemala each month to turn in report cards and pick up checks.  Checks are based on two factors.  One is entitlement – necessities like tuition, uniforms, books, supplies, food and transportation.  The other is incentive – money earned through better grades.  Boys and girls who achieve “A’s” receive more than those who get “B’s”.  Those with “B’s” get more than those with “C’s”.  That motivates children to study harder and mothers to see that their kids do their homework.  Extra money feeds more kids at home. 

“That double incentive,” points out Mattie, “results in nearly half of The GOD’S CHILD Project’s children making the nation’s honor rolls.”  Records show 80 percent of those who complete at least one year under project sponsorship go on to graduate from high school.  Of those, half go to college.  That compares to only about 35 percent of most Guatemalan children getting past the sixth grade, according to national sources. 

The Rupp’s have painted building tiles, tutored children and prepared packets of school supplies.  They have watched, and helped, as The Dreamer Center has risen from the abandoned grounds of a San Felipe municipal dump, to become a complex of administrative offices, medical clinic, community center, educational building, kitchen, sports facility, and playground. 

One of Mattie’s “regular” jobs has been preparing field lunches for Service Teams; groups of individuals who come down to build homes for project families.  Those volunteers replace dirt-floored, cornstalk- and cardboard-sided shacks with concrete-floored, panel-sided and corrugated-roofed homes.  Water and electricity are brought on site, where possible, and bathrooms and showers added. 

Victor, a godchild of the Rupps, got a new home for himself, his mother, and six brothers and sisters.  It was built by a team of 28 volunteers from North Dakota, New Jersey, Iowa, and Kansas.  They built six homes during two weeks in early March. 

Guatemalan children go to school half-days from January through October.  Those in the Antigua area then come to The Dreamer Center for after-school tutoring, study, and a mid-morning snack, which Mattie helps prepare – often their only hot meal of the day.  Parents come for free medical service, legal assistance, and help with emotional problems.  

More than 20 non-profit organizations, such as religious and legal groups, Boy and Girl Scout troops, and drug assistance groups, use the Walsh Family Community Center each month.  The project brought in the region’s first Spanish-language AlAnon chapter, which has since grown to more than 100 family members of Guatemalan alcoholics in its first year. 

The GOD’S CHILD Project depends on volunteers.  Eight international volunteers, plus 10 from Minnesota, North Dakota, and four other states were with the project this past winter.  Except for a small paid staff of Guatemalans, volunteers are key to the program.  Those here for less than two years at a time, like the Rupps, work for free.  Those here longer get some help with expenses.  Atkinson, who takes a minimal salary, offers the partial allowance to encourage longer commitments – those here longer function with less supervision. 

As a result of this bare-bones approach, The GOD’S CHILD Project sends an astonishing 93%& of its donated money to families and children.  Its 1999 audit and financial report, both available worldwide through the project’s web-site (www.godschild.org), shows general expenses at 4 percent and fund-raising at 3 percent. 

In addition to volunteering, donating and supporting a godchild, the Rupps are available to give talks on the project.  They also import and sell ladies’ jackets. 

“These colorful, one-of-a-kind jackets are made specially for us from native huipils and cortes,” says Mattie.  “We have sold at bazaars, church sales, and philanthropic shows in more than 20 states, plus in Minnesota, in Stillwater and at home.” 

Doing all that has stretched their volunteering well beyond two to three months.  But it’s a stretch they enjoy. 

“Retirees can find volunteering in a Third World country a life-enriching experience,” says Mattie.  “Having a child run up, hug you and kiss your cheek is like being touched by an angel, a little angel of God.” 

For more information about the project, contact: The GOD’S CHILD Project, PO Box 1573, Bismarck, ND, 58502-1573, Phone: 701-255-7956, Email: godschld@btinet.net 
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