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Bowman Native Helps With GOD’S CHILD Project Margaret (Peg) Ahlness has just completed her eighth visit to Guatemala. She was awed by the beauty of this Central American country by the first time she came, as an anthropologist-archaeologist 23 years ago.

She was still awed this time, plus humbled and rewarded. 

Humbled because she has been helping poor native children who have so little but appreciate so much. Rewarded for a gift she made to make their life better.

Her gift was books for The GOD’S CHILD Project in San Felipe, a slum on the edge of this colorful colonial city. The books, plus supplies and furnishings for a new library, are being purchased with funds donated in honor of Peg’s late husband, Dr. Paul Ahlness, Bowman physician. She, her daughter Lisa and son, Hans, made the family gift for kids to learn the joy of books. “As a family of readers, I could think of no better memorial to Paul.” Neither could The GOD’S CHILD Project. A voluntary non-profit charity, it pays for poor kids to go to school. These are kids who, without financial help, would never get inside a schoolroom. But kids who, without schooling, would be condemned to a life of poverty. The GOD’S CHILD Project works with the poorest of the poor. “We pay for school supplies, uniforms, food, transportation – everything they need to enroll in public school,” says Patrick Atkinson of Bismarck, ND, who started the project nine years ago. “Our goal is to help them learn a skill with which to earn their way to a better life.” Its incentive-based approach is extremely successful, points out Peg. Eighty percent of the children who stay in school for a year finish high school. Of those, half go to college. Currently, 1007 children are enrolled in 87 schools throughout Guatemala.

The Ahlness books will go into a library funded by Steve Mittlesteadt, Bismarck. It, in turn, is part of an educational center partially funded by the Rotary Clubs of North Dakota. The books, library and educational center were dedicated two weeks ago. Peg and Steve received plaques of appreciation, as did Bob and Bev Peterson, Bismarck, for raising money for the center during Bob’s term as Rotary District 5580 Governor. Peg and her daughter, Lisa, a Lutheran pastor in Bismarck, spent their first week helping prepare for the dedication and passing out used clothing. They spent this past week building homes for project families as part of a 28-member service team. Made up of volunteers from North Dakota, Iowa, Kansas, and New Jersey, the 28 volunteers split into six groups and built six homes. Peg helped with a home for a Yac Garcia family, along with Mandy Schaaf, Chuck and Tip Reichert, all of Bismarck. Lisa worked on the Alvizurez Gomez home with Bob Hanson, Valley City, Marie Johnson and Craig Schaaf, Bismarck, and Vince Lindgren, a six-month volunteer from Fargo. The homes were 10 x 14 foot rectangles with concrete floors, fiberglass sides and corrugated metal roofs. “That’s not much by our standards,” says Peg. “But it’s a vast improvement over the dirt floors, cornstalk walls and cardboard roofs most of these families live in now”.Providing books and housing was a rewarding experience for both mother and daughter. “I came to the project,” concludes Lisa, “to meet the children, witness love in action, and see how it changes lives.” It has become the center of a dream whose ripples reach all the way back home.”
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