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"Individuals are recognized for their accomplishments every day", states Sister Kathleen Atkinson, OSB, Director of Catechesis for the Diocese of Bismarck. "There are those who serve the poor, those who show outstanding leadership, those who perform great works of mercy and those who build different kinds of bridges. 

"And then, every once in a while, someone is recognized, who over a span of time, has down all these things and more." 

Sister Kathleen was referring to her brother Patrick's having received yet another award. "In the country of Guatemala, Central America, this person is honored by being presented with the 'Benefactor of the City' award," Sister Kathleen continues, "an award given only once before, some 450 years ago, to a man from Antigua, Hermano Pedro Betancourt." 

On July 24th the award was presented to Patrick Atkinson, founder and executive director of The GOD´S CHILD Project and several Central American charities, before about 100 invited citizens of Antigua. It was the eve of the feast of St. James, patron saint of the city, and Atkinson's parents, Myron and Marge Atkinson of Bismarck, two sisters and three of his four brothers were in attendance as Mayor Victor Hugo Del Pozo unrolled a hand-painted sheepskin, proclaiming Patrick as "Benefactor of the City". 

The award, which required government approval, recognized Patrick for his many years of dedicated service to the poorest of the poor people in Antigua and the surrounding area. This service, which began in 1983, included his being responsible for the building of water systems, electrical systems, roads and bridges in a part of the country that had been devastated by wars and political strife. He founded clinics, group homes, centers for street children and a family development center. He began homes for handicapped girls, and personally designed and supervised the construction of parks, shelters, and even a public cemetery for the poor. 

His life for the past eight years has been centered on directing The GOD´S CHILD Project, a nonprofit organization begun in 1991, which is dedicated to the caring for and educating of hundreds of homeless, ill, and abused children and extends its mission of mercy to literally thousands of residents as well as three schools. 

Referring to his work as a "vocation", Patrick finds time to visit prisoners and take food to them on holidays and other special occasions. He visits and provides recreational outings for kids in drug treatment centers and he hosts 8 to 10 service groups of high school and adult volunteers each year, who visit the Project. These groups, who come from all over the United States, help lay concrete floors, build bathrooms and construct roofs and walls of houses for the poor during their visit. Most, upon returning home, consider it a "once in a lifetime experience," and many return to serve again. 

One of the 15 children that Patrick has adopted or legally foster cared over the past years recently received his medical degree and is now medical director at the project's clinic. Another, a young indigenous woman whom Patrick has raised since she was seven, is now in her final year of law school and directs the project's legal and human rights efforts. Other children who came off the streets are now teachers and serve as leaders in Guatemalan charities begun and financed by The GOD´S CHILD Project. 

Patrick has paid a heavy price for his commitment to the poor. He has been mugged, blasted in a car bomb blast, shot at and twice knifed. He has been ill with malaria on four different occasions, has had hepatitis twice and suffered from countless infections with parasites and tropical diseases. 

Placing love and service to the poor before his personal needs and desires, Patrick doesn't feel what he does is anything special, and a condition of his accepting the award was that he stand in representation of the poor, and the programs' benefactors and volunteers, and not for his acts alone. The official proclaiming him to be "Benefactor of the City" of Antigua, Guatemala in Central America would indicate a significant difference of opinion. 

(Donations to The GOD´S CHILD Project can be sent to: Patrick Atkinson, Executive Director, 519 North Raymond Street, P.O. Box 1573, Bismarck, N.D. 58502-1573. (701)255-7956. godschld@btinet.net. Or visit their website at www.godschild.org) 
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