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Ask Bismarck native Pat Atkinson why he operates the "God’s Child" foster care program in Antigua, Guatemala, and the answer comes spontaneously, "Every major faith asks us to do something radical--literally feed the hungry, shelter the homeless, clothe the naked and visit the lonely. That’s why we do it." 

Atkinson says, "God really cares for his children and is sickened when bad things happen to them. We are directly asked through inspiration to do something specific for these children." 

Less than five years ago, the 36-year old Atkinson, the son of Myron and Marjory, started God’s Child, caring for 35 children. Today he tends to 700, ages 9 months to 24 yes, in what is Central America’s largest private foster-care program. 

The growth of God’s Child is a story of one man’s faith. Last fall the program was caring for 550 children. When 45 graduated in October--the school break coincides with the start of the coffee and sugar harvest--Atkinson began accepting applications to fill the slots. 

Without a word of publicity, 1,500 children converged on his small office to apply. They came as orphans and prostitutes, with parasites and swollen bellies, from slums and garbage dumps, brought by parents, government ministers and a presidential candidate. Villages sent their mayors; tribes sent their chiefs. 

"It’s a terrible feeling to look out over this sea of poor who have come to you personally to plead for their children." Atkinson says. Still he knew he could only take 45, so he sent his volunteers to visit each child, ranking applicants in order of most need. 

The volunteers found that 1,200 of the 1,500 really needed help, but they narrowed the list to 150 and then to 50 saying, "All 150 are dying--but if you need 50, here they are." 

"I’m a very strong believer in God’s inspiration," Atkinson says. "Do I feel good about taking only 50? No. It’s obvious God sent us 150 this year. These are the kids Christ would like us to care for." 

Atkinson emphasizes that 60 percent of the children come from good homes but are terribly poor. The $30 per month from God’s Child provides enough financial support to allow a child to live at home yet attend school. "We give them the tools to break out of poverty--structure, food, clothing, medical care, dreams--all built on an educational base," Atkinson says. 

The other 30 percent of the children are completely abandoned, orphaned or suffering terrible abuse. For these children, Atkinson finds foster parents, typically 55 years old, who have lots of experience and lots of love. God’s Child supports each child as long as he or she stays in school. Several have graduated from college to become teachers and engineers, and 18 are currently enrolled in the university. 

Last month Rev. Thomas Kramer, pastor of cathedral of the Holy Spirit, went to visit Atkinson. 

While he was there, a tribal chief arrived. He had ridden the bus 18 hours to passionately plead for seven boys and girls. These children, the best and brightest from his mountain village, had graduated from ninth grade and wanted to train to become nurses in order to return to the village and provide medical care. 

What should I do?" Atkinson asked. 

Kramer responded, "If you take these children, how will you say no to the rest?" 

"You tell him no," Atkinson said. 

"But, I can’t speak Spanish." 

"No problem, I’ll translate." 

Kramer looked at the man and started to speak. Then he turned to Atkinson and asked, "How much would it cost to care for these children?" 

"$210 to $250 a month." 

"I’ll find a way to get it," Kramer shrugged. 

What sustains Atkinson in this physically and emotionally exhausting work? "I have no doubt of an afterlife or of the existence of God," he says. "It’s not a matter of faith alone; it’s a simple fact of reality, ass simply as this is a chair and this is a carpet," he says, reaching out to touch each. 

At age 13 Atkinson had a near-drowning experience while canoeing on Apple Creek, and he says, since then he has not had the slightest shadow of doubt or question about God. With clarity and conviction, his life is focused on finding what he is called to do. 

"When I talk about caring for God’s children, I always encourage people to define God’s Child by their own terms," he says. "Is there a local boy or girl who doesn’t have a father and who needs a big brother or big sister? What about people in the penitentiary? Define God’s child in your own terms, and do what every faith asks you to do. Literally."
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