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ANTIGUA, Guatemala -Michelangelo only got it part right when he depicted a snowy-bearded and serious God extending his hand to touch humble man. 
Something's missing. A joy buzzer ... a wild orange wig ... maybe one of those lapel flowers that squirts water in your face. 

God may be serious, but he's also seriously funny, insists Patrick Atkinson. 

The founder and director of The God's Child Project can see his creator laughing every time he thinks of all that conspired to bring him to this land of crying need. 

"It's all part of God's divine sense of humor," says Atkinson. "We have to trust enough and be patient enough to wait for the punch line." 

The setup began when Atkinson was a 13-year-old boy growing up Bismarck, N.D. 

Adrift on Apple Creek with some friends, Atkinson's canoe began to sink. Entangled in a rope tied to the boat, he slipped beneath the surface. 

"There was a surprisingly peaceful feeling - like don't worry, I've got you.'" 

Atkinson moved toward the "bright star of love" that beckoned and a curtain of mist. 

"If you go through you can't go back - and you don't want to go back," he recounts. "Then I was going farther and farther away." 

When next he knew, he was awake on the beach. "To this day I remember the exceptional sadness I felt. But you know you have to go back." 

God's first joke was to show Atkinson heaven, then snatch it away. The second was to show him hell and ask him to stay. 

When he went away to college, Atkinson had no idea where Guatemala was and he couldn't have cared less. 

His path would lead elsewhere, or so he thought. But God put a banana peel in the road and Atkinson slipped. 

By 1980, he'd graduated from Moorhead State University and taken a job with Covenant International Foundation, an agency working runaways and street kids in New York City. 

He was mulling an offer for a juicy job with a fat salary when Covenant House asked him to run an orphanage it had in Guatemala. 

Thinking it would be a short-term assignment, the 23-year-old Atkinson reluctantly agreed to take the job. 

Guatemala was a place of indescribable horror. Convulsed in civil war that would grind on for 36 years, it was a land of burned out villages, secret mass graves and 100,000 children who'd lost their parents to death squads. 

For seven years, Atkinson collected those kids caught in the crossfire, and Covenant House's programs flourished and grew under his guidance. 

But the job took its toll. "It was like being an ambulance driver 24 hours a day," says Atkinson. The gravity of all that violence hit him hard as the war began to ebb. 

"That's when it all started. Your chest would tighten, a hundred grinding pulses a minute and you felt like you were starting to cry. That's when I decided it was time to leave Guatemala." 

He went briefly to Southeast Asia and then, feeling he'd done his stint for humanity, Atkinson headed home to Bismarck to become someone else - preferably a rich lawyer with a wife and a BMW in the garage. 

He started down that path until the letters began arriving. They were from Guatemalan kids begging him to come back. The program was closed and they were on the street. 

When the letters numbered more than 100, Atkinson knew what he had to do. In April of 1991, he went back. 

He found 35 of those kids living on the streets. Some were dead. Others had fallen into lives of crime and drugs and prostitution and did not want to be found. 

Atkinson's intent was to raise and educate those remaining kids then go back to a "perfect 30-something life." God, on the other hand, had a different idea. 

Kids poured in like rain and Atkinson could not bear to turn them away. "I really started to become aware that God's plan was not for 35 kids," he says. 

And so God's Child was born. Today, 725 children who come from exceptional poverty are enrolled in the project. 

Two-thirds of the children live with their families. The rest are orphans or abandoned and live in foster homes overseen by God's Child. 

Besides food, shelter, clothing, education, and medical care - which Atkinson considers a basic human right - the children can also accrue extra benefits called "earned rights" based on their school performance. 

That could mean a small amount of spending money. As an incentive to keep them rather than put them to work, families also receive cash when children perform well. 

It is vital to Atkinson that the arrangement is more of a contract than a handout. You can't buy people out of their problems. 

"It makes us feel better to do that, but we're not here to make ourselves feel better," he says. "A lot of times we're asked to be humble, to do something and step back and let them finish it." 

Atkinson does not labor alone but is surrounded by a core of extremely dedicated people, some of whom he raised as children. There are 10 paid employees and three long-term volunteers. Atkinson is among the volunteers and takes no salary. 

The project's 1997 budget totaled $590,000 in contributions. Of that $300,000 was used for program costs, and $290,000 for land purchases and construction of the Dreamer Center, a school and community center. Administrative costs totaled 4 percent. 

Forty-five percent of contributions come from North Dakota, half from the rest of the United States, and 5 percent from Central America, Europe and Asia. 

A man who never arrives anywhere on time, Atkinson always seems to be racing. He speaks English at the speed of Spanish. His days start - and often end - in the early morning. 

He's the farthest thing imaginable from a pious saint or a Mother Theresa in Levis. His wit is sardonic and as dry as day-old Thanksgiving turkey. 

And this job - this vocation - is sometimes a tremendous burden. 

"It's terribly hard, lonely and stressful work," he reflects one night as he sips a soda on a roof-top balcony in downtown Antigua. 

The moon glints off a silver crucifix that flops out of his collar and hangs the wrong way down his back. 

"When I do think about it, it's two o'clock in the morning and I can't sleep. And I think 'My God, what am I doing here?' And then I think 'That's the answer: My God.'" 

And when this work ends and its time to meet that God, one thing is certain: Atkinson will get the final punch line and he and his joking maker will laugh until they hurt. 

For more information about The GOD'S CHILD Project, write to: GOD'S CHILD Project
P O Box 1573
Bismarck, ND 58502-1573
(701) 255-7956
godschld@btinet.net 
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