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Godparents help the “poorest of the poor”

Matilda and Bob Rupp of Stillwater, MN, have spent the past two months volunteering with The GOD’S CHILD Project-sponsored Asociación Nuestros Ahijados, in Antigua Guatemala.  This is the Rupps seventh year working with the project.

During those seven years, The GOD’S CHILD Project, a non-profit charity that educates poor native children, has grown more than ten-fold.  “Patrick Atkinson had about 200 children when we first came to Antigua,” the Rupps recall.  “Now he supports 2,500 kids in schools all over Guatemala.”

Atkinson founded the project in 1991.  His mission is to help the “poorest of the poor” work their way out of poverty by learning skills with which to get better jobs.  Orphans, run-away and “throw-away” kids are cared for and funded from grade school through college.  The children receive monthly checks for tuition, books, uniforms, food and all else that a child needs to grow up, and can earn extra money by getting better grades.  “That incentive makes kids work harder, and their mothers, if they have mothers, see that they do their homework,” the Rupps say.  Half make the nation’s honor roll.  Eighty percent of those who stay in the project for a year finish high school; of those, half go to college.

Atkinson, from Bismarck, ND, has also designed and built a headquarters in San Felipe, a slum on the edge of the colonial city, during the time the Rupps have been volunteering.  That complex includes medical and dental clinics where poor families receive free care; a three-story school building, complete with library; a community room that is available at no cost for meetings and classes for the poor; playgrounds and a soccer field, and a kitchen in which some 600 children receive daily meals  “the only meal some of them get at all,” says Matilda, who works in the kitchen and fixes lunches for volunteer service teams who come to Guatemala for two-week periods to build homes for the project’s poor in the San Felipe hills.

In addition to 2,500 kids in school, Atkinson is helping over 8,000 families.  Just 10 years old, The GOD’S CHILD Project is the fastest growing project of its kind in Central America.  Funding comes from contributions and sponsorships of children.  More than 860 children have godparents, like the Rupps.  In return for their support, all contributors receive a monthly newsletter, plus cards, pictures and progress reports on their godchild.  Volunteers, who come from the U.S., Canada, and Europe, work for free, which allows Atkinson to keep project overhead to 4 percent per year, far below most tax-exempt agencies.
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