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Breaking the chains of poverty

Nampa couple “retires” to life of volunteering in Guatemala

By Janet Park
For the Idaho Press-Tribune

Antigua, Guatemala – Most retirees, after kissing their jobs goodbye, settle back to enjoy the easy life. But not Nampa residents Leonard and Marlene Burns.

Being an adventuresome and caring couple, they chose to lend a helping hand in another country. For the past one and a half years, they have volunteered at The Dreamer Center, an educational and medical facility in Guatemala, which helps the country’s poorest families. 

Situated in the slums of Antigua, it serves as the Guatemalan headquarters for The GOD’S CHILD Project, a non-profit agency founded and directed by a North Dakota man. Its mission is to “break the chains of poverty through education and formation.”

“When we retired, we wanted to do something for somebody else, and we wanted to travel,” said Marlene, who was employed at Nampa’s Mercy Medical Center. “We feel so fortunate to be able to spend the first years of our retirement in a country where there is so much need. It is very rewarding to help people who are so appreciative. These experiences will be in our hearts forever.”

A book about living in Central America first lured the couple to Guatemala.

“We fell in love with the people, the country, climate and culture,” they said.

Then a magazine article about the need for volunteers at The GOD’S CHILD Project and The Dreamer Center peaked their interest.

According to Leonard, a former Nampa Civic Center employee, “We researched The GOD’S CHILD Project and found it was the type of charity we wanted to be associated with. When we toured the center, we were most impressed. It is a wonderful haven… a sanctuary… for Guatemala’s poorest children.”

They knew this is where they wanted to volunteer.

In November 2001, the couple left Nampa in their loaded van, and 14 days and 4,000 miles later, arrived in Antigua. As soon as they were settled in, they began working five days a week at The Dreamer Center. Their jobs were varied, ranging from carpentry work and sewing to distributing donated clothing, making home visits and doing office work.

When Patrick Atkinson, the agency’s founder and director, asked them if they would take on the position of volunteer coordinators, they willingly said ‘yes’.

With an office of their own, they keep extremely busy supervising people who come from Canada, the U.S., and Europe to help. In a month’s time, approximately 12-15 full-time volunteers arrive at The Dreamer Center to work, some for weeks, others for months.

Leonard gives them tours, and afterwards Marlene discusses various job openings. They also make all the arrangements for arriving volunteer service teams – from airport pick up to housing – as well as doing other administrative tasks.

“One of our main goals is to make sure that these people have a good, memorable experience,” Marlene said.

“We benefit too by meeting and working with people from other countries. There’s a great sense of camaraderie,” Leonard added.

Another bonus about volunteering here, he said, “is the joy of living in another country, experiencing a new environment. The meaningful part is that it can give you pictures of the world that would never be taken.”

“There’s also joy in seeing the children’s successes and happiness at the center,” he added.

It took some adapting for the couple to live in a Third World country.

They’ve now become accustomed to the cobblestone streets, the high altitude, riding ‘chicken buses’ and a Guatemalan lifestyle, but they still aren’t used to seeing the poverty.

In August their two-year volunteer stint will be up and they’ll return to Idaho, with a new attitude about life.

Marlene summed it up by saying, “We knew we would be helping others when we committed to working at The GOD’S CHILD Project, but we had no idea how much we would be helping ourselves. We feel truly blessed.”

For more information about The GOD’S CHILD Project, contact its U.S. headquarters (701) 255-7956, PO Box 1573, Bismarck, ND, 58502-1573, or check its web-site:

www.GodsChild.org or www.Albergue.org or www.ANA.org.gt
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