SAINT

Elissa Montanti Helps Define o Deeper Meaning of Success

By Alicia Visgralli, MY Anchor, “Your Siolen Islond Pews Mow™

T ine-gear-ohd Akmed Shanl spends 3 tumny June day
playing tag in the yard, falking about kis fawvorite
| WDs and declasing his abeding love for pizea. But,
wnlike other boys his age, Ahmed hasa't always
Iseen abile 10 kick back and enjoy the best things about being a
child.

It wiah three years 290 that he and a friend were walking
home fram schoal in @n Iragi town jl.l‘a! shy of Bﬂghﬂlﬂ when
they heard a big bang. The boys hid behind a wall until they
thought it was sale snd, 85 the shooting subsided, they started
rumning home,

Hut ke damger wad far from ower. Young Ahmed fourd
himseif divimg in front of exploding shrapnel feoem & tank shell
hamb to pratect hit friend. The hergic effort would save kis
young pal, but cost Alhmed his right srm snd his eyesight.

Ahmed™s older brother applied for aid at a bocal American
military base, pewer expecting that the miracle worker would
help the boy regain his digrity and Bis childhood.

Akmed 13 one of 52 children Staten Iikand native Elivsa
Maontanti has helped heal physically and spintually.

“He feels hope that the woeld looks at him and accepts him,®
Says Montanh, who wis recently necknamed the "The Saint of
Staten Island” by Prople magazine,

The Rrrsekar resodent and Pormer lab aidritant at Doctor's
Hospital founded the Global Medical Relsef fund back in 1597,
The non-profit anganizatsan provided treafment and care for
ks who have bost limbs to wae, ilness of natural disaster.

Tharict %o the fund, Ahmed now has a prosteetic arm
and eyes. And wilale B visian Bas never Bben resloned, ket
learning Braille at P5. 55, making new friends and sleeping in
a room tRat's mob only comiortakle, but guiet fram the sounds
of war that now seem 50 far away.

"Orse child at a tsme,” Montanti says, a5 Almed snuggles
up to her, smiling at the sourd of her soft vosce. “Every child
deserves their dignity.”

It weds Ber oven loss that led the now 43-year-ald to her

calling, Lesing ber mother and grandmother in g short time,
the then sangwriter was asked to write a tune to headline
a local Benefit for vietims in war-torn Besala. "1 have 1o
admit, at the time, | had no idea what was even gaing on
there,” she oy

But throwgh boads of research, and even a personal visit with
thae United Natioes Ambassador to ke country, Maniants not
paly wrate the sang “Let's Do a Miracle,” she helped create one

In the Ambadsadars office, Montanti received & letter from
then 12-year-old Kenan Malkic. & Bosnian boy wh bost both
of his arma and a leg in a landmine explosion,
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"l am asking God and all merciful people to help me with
getting prosthetics,” his letter read. And with TR0se words,
Montanti made it her mission to bring Eenan here for a new
ife amd new limes, & month later, the boy and RS mother
landed in New Yark, where Mantanti opened her keart and her
awn house to them.

Just &5 Kenan was firally ready (o return hosme wath s
three new prosthetic lsmbs, Moatanti was already booking her
own flight back to Bosnia.
Scouring hadpatals and
orphansges far children in
need of medical care, she
hrought them Back herne
ore by ane Tor ireatment

Gimoe thern, Montanti'y
muitgian o help amd heal
has touched the limes of
children on alMmost every
continent, he's recently
credited with bringing the
first child wictims ol the
desdly Southeast Asian
Hhurami and maiive
Pakistani earthquake to
the States for care. Ard
from Bl Salvades to Sierra
Leane, Mantanti's small
group it already making a
hig internaticnal impact,

In fact, she"s even
brawved danger 1o
personally enter war
rones in arder 1o exil
with & chald or tad
im tow. But on one
particular trip back 10
Bodnia, ¥he came home
with something mare
than & few kids (o care
for, I 19945, om her
fgurth trip 10 Sarkjews,
Mantant also met the
mam she would marry. i : phiyrsinally aad 1givite

A kindred spnt,
eelebrated songwriter and published poel, Maniantl once paid
the bills working in radicsogy. And while she wouldn™t ¢all her
sew profession financially lucrative, Mantanti says the rea
rewaands ane priceleds. “CRanty 15 20 much higger than ond's
self,” she says. “Healing wownds and casing pain is the rewand.”

And if you're wandering who is taking notice, Elissa’s story
has been broadcast aon CNM, MSHNEC, The Todey Show, Good

Movning Americo, Lifetime Television Tor Women and countless
lacal TV statians
The pages of Redbook, Porade, Lodies Hame Jowreal and
Pepple magazines, The New Yook Fimes and other national
newspapers hawe heen flled with the small Faces frofm Bonass
the globe row beaming from ear 1o ear with hoge and 3
renewied ferse af life.
And here at home, Montanti was recently Bonaned as
the wery first female Grand
Marthall 1o grace the Staten
kland Columbeas Day parade
mute,
But it certamnly 1akes
more tham @ big heart and
a bigger will 10 make a
difference, Elissa %5 whe
has supporters 4pansing
both the States and the
gloke to thank for making
the dreami of war-wousded
children Doame true
The Pritadelphia Shriners
Huspital for Childnen prosides
the kids with the proper wumery,
prodtheses and rehateliia o
free of charge. The Sisters
of Chanity and Columbian
Presheteran Hocgplal sl
donate their medical enices
Each child & promssed new
prostietic limbs until their
F15k birthday, and relam bo the
ldand penadically for figtings
That means Montanti, who
ey had kidd of b gwifi, ¢an
wrabch eaeh of the 532 Ingle omes
ane's caned for 50 Bar grow 10
beoame Lelf-suMicent Boulis.
“The reguests ane
overahelming,” she says.
“We ane & small chanty,
but leckily we get tons af

g weevndd ol pating poin &1 Fhe rewoed inpl:lrl.r"ilil:ll‘ll'ﬂle.-

0n the local level, Montanti
says she's gratedul for gentrous donaticns from growps like the
Richmaond County Savings Foundation, the Seuth Shore Fotany
and elected afficials. “If only people could see the suffering on
the ather side of the world, they'd krow how good we have it
here,” she says

When i1 comes to seiting up & comfortable space for the

kids to relax and heal. Mownt Manreda resently came 1o
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the rescie B0 prowede 3 permanent home for the Glaba
Medical Relief Fund
After six years headquartered atop Mownt Laretta, the

| group redenved what Montanti calls "shocking news.”
The Archdicoese announced it needed the space for a
new center for autism, and sasd the kads would have to
find anather place to stay. With a lang list of children
scheduled to arrive for treatment, and suddenly without a
hosne, Mantanti quickly twrned to the Jesuit Retreat House
far kelp. “There wis 3 clear need to do something so0n,”
said Fr. Edward Quinnan, Mount Manresa®s directar. “50
we're a charity helping anotker charity.”

Quinnan adds Ahmed™s “chasm and compassion® made
IS deCision an edsy ane. "He wat & natural ambasiador
for the cause,” says Quinnan. “Retreaters who come here
for peace, quiet and prayer fall in bove with him=it was an
A%y YER.

And for Montanti, the open invitation wasn't just a sigh
of relief, but a sign that her work is far from fimished, "God

mewer closes 3 door without opening a window,” she says

Im the meantome, she 5100 had to pack up and mdave
i rooms and six years of stuff to Mannesa, That’s when Werrazana Mo iy s 5[|:u'al;-t if Mew Darp aw the $tory Gn
NY1 MNews and stepped in to help out. Thanks to the mowens”
manpawer and tome supglied from Home Depat and IKEA,
Montanti says the fund's new space is celebrating its grand
apening this summer,

A4 for the young man whao ingpired the global owtreach,
Eenan currently lives wath Mantanti and sludiet 31 the
Cellege of Staten Islamd, Mantantl says his passion for
life ard his ability to overcome obstacles is evident in his
everyday accomplishments. Case in paint=he's currently
driving her and the kids around town in an SUM—prosthetse
arms and al

But aik Kenan what drives his desire to stay onboard
and help out, and the answer 15 simple. "1 see myself in
cach of the kids,” ke says. °1 am 50 happy 10 see them
come gul of war and be able to live a childhood without
fear for a while®

&nd at that, Ahmed shrieks with excitement st an affer
to ride arcund the scenic retreat grounds an a golf cart
His father Jabbar seniles, showing aff the new deck he
built so Manresa’s visitors can take some sun and admire
the Lcenery.

I kope Staten ksland is proud of how we Jne resching out
globally right Bere from our commusity™ Mostantl says. 7|
hope they embrace it™ 1

B Far more information oF fo make o donclion to Ehe Giokal
| sl ; N L et bl B Medicel Relief Fuad, coll 1,866, 7314.GMAF 4673] or log on to
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