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Pastor James Fanale, of St. Anne Catholic Church, places the church’s relic
on an alter Wednesday morning. The once-stolen relic will be on display
for the church’s 136th annual novena.
Daily Journal/John Dykstra

Pastor James Fenale, of St. Anne Catholic Church, prepares for the
church’s136th annual novena. The celebrations has a history of drawing
parishioners looking for a miracle. “Everyone will leave with something,”
the pastor said.
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The wheelchair of Matilda Cunnea currently sits in the back of St. Anne
Church. Cunnea was thought to be paralyzed when she stood up from the
wheelchair during the novena on July 24, 1904. “Sister, I believe I have
been cured, that I can walk. Assist me to my feet,” she said in what is now
Daily Journal.
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St. Anne Catholic Church’s oncestolen relic will be on display for
the church’s 136th annual novena.
Daily Journal/John Dykstra

There used to be a steady flow of stories, tales of miracle
cures. They were covered in the Daily Journal, the Chicago
Tribune and other newspapers, in the early 1900s.
The Catholic church in St. Anne, a village of 1,239, was
known then for its display of crutches, even a wheelchair
— items left behind when visitors, willing to make this
annual nine-day pilgrimage, found the strength to walk
again.
It was once estimated more than 4,000 believers would
huddle under the tents on the church grounds on the
novena’s final day, the Feast of St. Anne. They would take
part in a solemn procession, reciting the rosary and
carrying a statue of St. Anne through town. They would
be blessed with the oils and miraculous cures were almost
common.
As Pastor James Fanale and his parishioners prepare for
the 136th annual novena, they are aware times have
changed.
“The trains from Chicago used to stop here. Local folks
would let rooms for nine days. Everyone was involved,”
the pastor explained. “But it’s not like that now.
Depending on the weather, we might get 1,000
participants, or we might get only 400.

“It’s still a very meaningful, prayerful experience, but we
don’t see people get out of their wheelchairs,” he said. “I
still believe miracles are taking place, but they’re on a
more personal level.”
The parents of Matilda Cunnea, of Calumet City, got very
personal about what they witnessed here on July 24, 1904.
Matilda, 22, was believed to have been paralyzed, until
she announced: “Sister, I believe I have been cured, that I
can walk. Assist me to my feet.” That was her quote in the
Journal.
“That’s her wheelchair there in the back of the church,”
said Linda “Cookie” Schroeder, a parishioner and one of
the nearly 100 volunteers who will be called to duty
during the novena. Looking more closely at the window
behind the chair, a visitor will note that this family hoped
to thank the parish by purchasing the large, stained glass
work of art. There is a second family gift, another window,
near the altar.
But the procession will include the still wheelchair-bound
believers on this feast day, July 26. And it still will have
meaning, according to Schroeder. “We don’t go as far, but
we still fill the street,” she said. “And I don’t know this for
a fact, but I think even the non-Catholics still feel a sense
of reverence when the parade passes by. I think they’re
praying with us in their own way.”

The staff at Joey’s restaurant, only a block away, noted
they still brace for the new patrons who come for that
feast day finale. They’ll serve a lot of breakfast food, but
the visitors can stay on the grounds, too. There’s a
hamburger stand for lunch and later, parishioners sell
chicken dinners.
“If you live in St. Anne, this is just part of your life,” said
Gary Leveque, 67.
“Sure, we remember it from when we were kids. We’re
parishioners there,” said Larry Leveque, Gary’s twin
brother.
“It wasn’t unusual to see five or six buses arriving all at
once,” Larry added.
“And, sometimes, it was a family tradition to drive down
here together,” Schroeder said. “I remember last year,
seeing a woman in tears because it was the first trip since
her mother passed away.”
Meanwhile, the Rev. Fanale is busy with the logistics,
making sure the once-stolen relic of St. Anne will be on
display, to preparing potted plants that will be for sale.
Parish helper Luis Perez has projects going across the
grounds and inside the church, under the pavilion where

the final services will be held, and into the parish hall
where dinner’s prepared.
“People might come here with their heart set on a miracle,
and, maybe, they will be disappointed, but everyone will
leave with something,” the pastor said. “Maybe, it will be
peace. Maybe, it will be acceptance. Every visitor will
leave with something.”

