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North Dakota native is founder of GOD’S CHILD PROJECT
By Walter Jacobs

Patrick Atkinson, a Bismarck (ND) native, whose grandmother, Julie Weber, was a former resident of New England, spoke at St. Henry’s Catholic Church in New England during weekend Masses.  Atkinson, founder of The GOD’S CHILD Project, the largest private foster program in Central America, spoke of saving 8,000 Guatemalan children from the nightmares of poverty and violence. 

This young man from Bismarck graduated from Moorhead State University Magna Cum Laude in 1981, with both criminal justice and social work degrees. 

To prepare himself for his calling, he remained at MSU after graduating to study accounting, printing, carpentry and management.  His next stop was Hell’s Kitchen in New York City, where he worked with runaways, street prostitutes, drug addicts and gang-members as a volunteer with the Covenant International Foundation. 

In his work, he found that the Minnesota pipeline was a channel for runaways from Minnesota, North Dakota, and bordering states, into the belly of the snake, Hell’s Kitchen, and other hellholes in the larger metropolitan areas of our country. 

The blue-eyed, blonde teenagers from this area command a good price from the predators that watch for runaways at bus stops, train stations, etc.  They pose ready to befriend the youngsters and soon the teenagers find themselves tricked or betrayed into the underworld, unable to free them.  They are sold and traded like a commodity and their worth diminishes as time and the process proceeds.  Atkinson’s plea to the youngsters who consider leaving their homes is: “No matter what the causes are, you are far, far better off at home with food and shelter and your problems than what awaits you in this other world.  Find someone who can help you.  Get help.  But stay off the streets.”  

“I was burned out in Hell’s Kitchen and asked for an overseas assignment, said Atkinson, and I got it, running an orphanage for Indian children who had lost their parents in Guatemala’s 36 year civil war.”  In that six year assignment, he developed dozens of programs across Central America, Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, and Panama.  

Moving overseas, he continued his work in Vietnam, Thailand, and the Philippines, but his defined mission and work was only about to begin.  In 1991, Atkinson returned to Guatemala and founded The GOD’S CHILD Project, where he is currently caring for 750 children and 5,400 of their poor relatives, in a country where 5,000 of its poor people live daily in the capital city’s main garbage dump. 

In the words of Father Patrick Schumacher, pastor of St. Henry’s, in his introduction of Atkinson to the parishioners: “To the people of Guatemala, Mr. Atkinson is called a saint, and to many others as well.  In a world in which it is all too easy to forget about poverty and hardship, Patrick’s life is a living testimony of commitment to social justice, the Christian faith, and impressive, and often enviable, courage. 

“For example, during his past 17 years working in the slums surrounding Guatemala City, he has been shot at, bombed, suffered false accusations, and extorted.  He has survived two knifings, two car accidents, and one motorcycle accident.  His body has suffered disease.  He’s been sick four times with malaria, the last bout nearly fatal as his body weight dropped close to 100 pounds.  He has been infected with hepatitis twice, dengue fever on three occasions, and often endured repeated tapeworm, amoebae, and lice infections, all too common to the area in which he labors and loves.” 

One evening on his first stint in Guatemala, while walking in the plaza of Antigua, Atkinson found a small boy trying to sleep under a concrete bench in the park.  Abandoned by his family when he was seven, he had spent the last year of his life waking up before dawn and bathing in the park’s fountain.  He would then go to the bushes and put on his one set of good clothing and head for school.  After classes he would go back into the bushes, change into his old clothes and shine shoes for the rest of the day for his meal at night.  He would then crawl back under the concrete bench where he would fight off the rats, spiders and ants the rest of the night.  “That small boy had a dream to say alive long enough to grow up so that one day he could become a doctor and help the poor and homeless,” said Atkinson.  “Luis Enrique Perez Hernandez, that small boy who slept under the park bench has stayed with me these past seventeen years and this year graduated as a medical doctor.  You know what?  He now works full-time at our program’s clinic which is open to all of the nation’s poor.”  

A nine year old boy found eating out of a garbage can, who wanted to be a teacher, is today the Physical Plant Director for The Dreamer Center, a four-acre community development center that started construction in 1995 and contains the project’s health and dental clinic, three-story school, and public access rooms for the use of public groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous and Survivors of Abuse.  The GOD’S CHILD Project recently introduced Narcotics Anonymous and AlaTeen groups into the region, in addition to sponsoring health, nutrition and village mid-wife programs. 

In speaking to the local parishes, project director Atkinson said; “I’ll tell you up front that The GOD’S CHILD Project is not a rich program.”  Atkinson, who has worked 16-20 hour days for 17 years, most of those without pay, raises nearly $ 700,000 to meet his budget for the 1999 fiscal year.  “To bring Christmas to our 750 boys and girls, as well as school supplies and clothing to the 750 children when the new school year begins in January of 2000, we’ll need just over $ 45,000.  The 40-year old director said, “I have no doubt that God will inspire others to help us meet these needs.  St. Francis of Assisi told us that we should never be afraid to beg in the name of the poor, and I’m doing that right now.” 

Most recently, in the Pacific coast town of Chiquimulia, the regional Ministry of Education of the Guatemalan government named a school in his honor, the “Patrick Atkinson Benevolent School of Integrated Systems.” 

That a young man from North Dakota would move to a foreign country and have the effectiveness of his work, in less than a decade, motivate a foreign government to name a school in his honor, is impressive. 

Mr. Atkinson himself is impressive.  He is contagiously sincere and downright flesh and blood.  His personality attracts those who admire and support his work.  Atkinson, however, dismisses any honors, and credits the children for their success. 

When asked how he can worship a God who allows so much poverty, pain and disease to saturate the world, he says, “If the world were perfect, we wouldn’t be able to deal with it, grow in it, or improve it.  How would we know what happiness was unless we knew what it was to be sad?  We need the reference points for it to make sense.” 

In parting, Atkinson said, “My message is a simple one, it’s about our dreams and about our shared goal of finding sanctity through helping others to find their dreams too.” 
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