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Rx Nature: For Your Health     Hannah Jungels

At Outdoor U, 
we hold outdoor 

experiences in a high 
regard. By offering age 
appropriate outdoor 
experiences of all 
experience levels we are 
doing our best to expose 
the community to the 
natural world and all its 
benefits – in education, 
recreation and health. 

Throughout our 
history humans 
have understood the 
restorative benefits of 
immersion in nature. It 
was Hippocrates who 
said, “Nature is the best 
physician.” Aristotle said, 
“In all things of nature, 
there is something of 
the marvelous.” Our 
fascination with the 
natural world has been 
intuitive throughout 
history and supported 
by mainly anecdotal 
evidence, until now. Scientists across the globe are 
investigating, quantitatively, the effect that nature 
has on many pervasive illnesses.

David L. Strayer, a professor at the University 
of Utah, measures the brain waves of test subjects 
with an EEG to examine levels of sustained 
thinking and attention span represented by 
midline frontal theta waves. His subjects are tested 
in urban centers, upon return from wild places or 
while immersed in wild places for various lengths 
of time. Strayer sees a large value in slowing down, 
removing oneself from modern technologies and 
believes, “If you can have the experience of being 
in the moment for two or three days, it seems to 
produce a difference in qualitative thinking.” 

Quantitatively, his data show that there is a 

significant increase in 
both sustained thinking 
and attention span in 
the pre-frontal cortex 
after a few days in wild 
places. In another study 
completed in 2012, 
Strayer tested 56 adults 
before and during a 
4-6 day backpacking 
experience where 
no technology was 
present. Strayer found 
that the test scores 
from participants who 
were mid-trip were 
significantly better than 
test scores before the 
backpacking experience. 

“Despite the 
challenging testing 
environment, the 
current research 
indicates that there 
is a real, measurable 
cognitive advantage to 
be realized if we spend 
time truly immersed in a 

natural setting,” says Strayer. As scientists compile 
more data that support exposure to nature, doors 
are opened to new implementations of nature in 
our daily lives. 

There are striking data that show how little 
people around the country are engaging in 
outdoor activities. A survey completed by The 
Nature Conservancy found that only 10% of teens 
across the country regularly engage in outdoor 
activities. The main factors that are keeping 
kids indoors include weather, comfort, lack of 
transportation and location. If the trends continue, 
people will continue to visit the outdoors more 
and more infrequently until we cut it out of our 
lives completely. 

Outdoor U student naturalist Siri Berg-Moberg excitedly handles 
a salamander out in the prairie. Scientists are now beginning to 
understand, quantitatively, the effects exposure to nature can have 
on our health. Hannah Jungels.
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Organizations are starting to step up to the plate to 
encourage communities to step outside more often. The 
Children’s Hospital in Oakland, CA has begun to prescribe 
outdoor time for their patients of chronic illnesses. Doctors 
and clinic volunteers assist patients and their families to 
find places near their homes to engage in outdoor activities 
and reap the healing benefits of nature. National Parks in 
South Korea have taken it one step further. Visit a park and 
instead of park rangers, you will find health rangers who 
can lead you in activities and provide suggestions for you 
to connect with the natural world around you. 

This February, Outdoor U partnered with Wilderness 
Inquiry of Minneapolis to provide an all-day outdoor field 
trip for fifth grade students. The students were given the 
opportunity to snowshoe through the woods as well as 
explore concepts of physics on the sledding hill. For some 
students, this was their first opportunity to snowshoe, sled 
or even put on snow pants. 

On campus, the Outdoor Leadership Center 
rents skis, bikes, tents and other adventure gear to the 
collegiate community members at no cost. The OLC 

also provides workshops and trips to encourage students 
to branch out and find new ways to venture outdoors. 
For our community members, regular events like the 
upcoming Maple Syrup Festivals, Collegeville Colors and 
the mid-winter Avon Hills Conference are designed as 
opportunities for all ages to learn new ways to immerse 
themselves in wild places near and far. 

Professor Liisa Tyrväinen of the Finnish Forest 
Research Institute recommends a minimum exposure of 
5 hours a month in a natural setting, preferably in small 
40-50 minute doses, to lower stress and elevate mood. 
Whether it’s a walk on the trails or out at one of our 
upcoming events, Outdoor U would love to help you to 
get your next outdoor fix. 

 

Hannah Jungels is an environmental educator at Out-
door U and is a 2011 graduate of the College of Saint Benedict. 

For more reading on this topic check out the January 2016 issue 
of National Geographic Magazine.

Forests tower over the rolling hills of Saint John’s Abbey 
Arboretum. Oaks dominate the tree population and 

there are pines dispersed throughout the forest. Only forty-
nine acres of the forest is aspen and one four acre grove of 
Big-tooth aspen thrives east of the Lake Hilary trail. 

But visiting this region of the Abbey Arboretum today, 
there are no aspen to be seen. The entire area was clear cut 
harvested this winter, leaving only open land where the 
aspen once stood. It seems counter-intuitive to remove the 
trees, if one hopes to sustain the few aspen of the Abbey 
Arboretum. However in 1936, a similar clear-cut was 
performed to regenerate the same stand of trees. 

Aspen possess a unique characteristic that responds to 
this harvesting method, just as it would respond after a fire 
or a windstorm. As aspen mature, dormant buds develop 
on underground roots. One bud forms every inch along 
the entire root. Only when light penetrates the forest floor 
and warms the ground will those buds sprout. Removing 
the overhead trees allows the dormant buds to grow. All 
the trees in the aspen grove originate from the root system. 
As a result most aspen are an identical copy of the tree 
growing next to it. Through this regeneration process the 
genetic code of aspens does not change for hundreds or 
thousands of years.

Without the presence of mature trees, a blanket of 
saplings will sprout only weeks after the last mature tree 
has fallen. On a given acre of land, there will be 20,000 
new aspen sprouts this spring, compared to the few 
hundred mature trees before. By late summer, the aspen 
will grow to a height of around four feet. 

The delicate process of determining when to harvest 
trees and the proper manner in which to do so is done 
under the guidance of a forester. The chief role of a forester 
is to determine how to best balance human needs with 

all the other forest values such as wildlife habitat, water 
resources, tree health, recreational opportunities, and soils 
of the land being assessed.

Tom Kroll, Abbey Arboretum forester, first walks the 
land, crafts a written harvest plan, and marks the trees to 
be removed. A crew of modern day lumber jacks descend 
into the forest with many tools and techniques. Individuals 
called “fellers,” use chain saws to cut down target trees. 
With careful forethought, individual trees fall. Attention 
must be given to ensure the trees to be cut down do not 
harm surrounding trees. For example, at the edge of the 
aspen logging area are fifteen walnut trees planted by 
monks after the last clear cut which are destine to be used 
one day by the Abbey Woodshop.

Trees on the ground are removed by a piece of heavy 
machinery called a “skidder.” Equipped with a claw 
capable of carrying 4,500 pounds, a skidder can drag 
several full trees across all terrain. The driver of the skidder 
must ensure the machine does not roll due to the excess 
weight dragged behind. 

As the trees arrive in a centralized location, a “bucker” 
further cuts the trees into eight foot logs. Each log is sorted 
by species and quality to ensure the maximum profit is 
obtained. If a tree is partially rotten or crooked, the value 
of the wood decreases. After the trees are bucked, a skid 
steer piles the logs to be hauled to the sawmill by a log 
truck. 

As the aspen logs are removed from the Abbey 
Arboretum, new growth will quickly replace the old. Just 
in time for spring, and just like eighty years ago in this 
stand of trees, life is rejuvenated in the woods. 

Daniel Beyer is a first year environmental studies major 
and student office assistant at Outdoor U.  
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“Despite the challenging testing environment, the current research indicates that there is a real,  
measurable cognitive advantage to be realized if we spend time truly immersed in a natural setting.” 

The abbey logging crew clears an area of logged aspen trees near Lake Hilary this winter. 
Dan Beyer.
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Rx Logging: For a Healthy Balance of Forest Use    Daniel Beyer ‘19

Hippocrates said, “Nature is the best physician.” Researchers around the world are now quantifying the healing benefits of nature. At the Finnish Forest Institute they recommend a 
minimum of five hours a month in a natural setting to lower stress and elevate mood. Heading out to the Abbey Arboretum regularly is a great way to start. Hannah Jungels. 

Aspen logs, cut into eight-foot lengths are stacked near the sugar shack, ready to 
transport to the sawmill. Dan Beyer.



This year marks the 100th anniversary of the National 
Park Service (NPS). An act of Congress in August 

1916 created one agency to “preserve unimpaired the 
natural and cultural resources and values of the park system 
for the enjoyment, education, and inspiration of this and 
future generations.” Today we have over 400 units within 
the National Park System found in all 50 states and many 
territories of the United States. These places signify not 
only scenic landscapes and environmental conservation, 
but also represent American identity and history.

Affectionately referred to as “America’s Best Idea,” 
national parks are, in the words of current NPS 
Superintendent Jon Jarvis, “more than just parcels of 
pretty land, but tell America’s story.” Whether it be scenic 
mountain parks, ancient forests, military battlefields or 
historic cultural sites, the National Park Service is entrusted 
to protect and manage these iconic places and resources 
that help define American culture. The National Parks, 
Monuments, Recreation Areas, and other NPS units are 
visited by millions of people from around the world each 
year. They offer not only respite from our busy, constructed 
lives but also a glimpse into wild nature or a slice of what 
was here before, either culturally or naturally.  

Now more than ever, it has become apparent that for 
people to embrace their heritage they must experience it 
firsthand, and therefore it is essential to provide access to 
parks and the like. As the early park advocate John Muir 
said, “parks and reserves are not only fountains of timber 

and irrigating waters, but fountains of life.”
In 1872 Yellowstone was designated as the world’s 

first national park. The idea has caught on over the past 
century with more than 100 countries around the world 
having designated national parks. From Pleistocene Park to 
Patagonia and Gettysburg to Giza, people have recognized 
the importance of preserving these places as cultural and 
natural landmarks for the enjoyment and inspiration of all. 

National parks are, of course not the first lands to be 
set aside for their recreational, educational, scientific or 
spiritual value. Both public and private lands have been 
reserved over time with these values as their priorities. 
Saint John’s Abbey Arboretum is one example of just that 
– private land that demonstrates good stewardship and 
invites public use in finding enjoyment, education and 
inspiration.

While Congress was deliberating the National Park 
Service Organic Act in 1916, the monks of Saint John’s 
Abbey were busy stewarding the lands they carved out of 
the Indianbush a half century earlier. Monks, students and 
lay people were utilizing the lands for recreation, education 
and livelihood in a way that has left them unimpaired for 
our enjoyment and education today. For over 150 years 
the abbey has embraced and celebrated the connection 
between people and place, which has not only defined 
what kind of place this is, but also the kind of people who 
are part of it.

This idea and mission continues today with Outdoor 

U as a program devoted to education and enjoyment 
of the outdoors. Providing opportunities in the Abbey 
Arboretum and leading trips to public lands around the 
country, Outdoor U embraces many of the same values 
as the National Park Service in providing experiences that 
enhance knowledge, appreciation and commitment to 
the environment.  The Peer Resource Program, a student 
organization under Outdoor U advisement, regularly 
leads trips to our National Parks and other public lands 
around the country with groups going to the Everglades, 
Great Smoky Mountains, Boundary Waters, Guadalupe 
Mountains, Sequoia, Death Valley, Grand Canyon, 
Bryce Canyon, Cumberland Island, Wichita and Ozark 
Mountains, Itasca, and Denali all within the past fifteen 
months.

As the National Park Service turns 100 this year, let it 
be an opportunity for you to explore a new place or a new 
part of a favorite place. Find the enjoyment, education 
and inspiration that lies in the prairie over yonder, atop 
a distant mountain or among the remnants of those who 
passed this way before. You do not need to look far, for the 
American idea of the people’s parks is all around us. 

Kyle Rauch is the environmental education coordinator for 
community and CSB/SJU education at Outdoor U.
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Rx 100+ Years: For the Health of our Natural Resources    Kyle Rauch

“Providing opportunities in the Abbey Arboretum and leading trips to public lands around the country, Outdoor U embraces many of the same values as the National 
Park Service in providing experiences that enhance knowledge, appreciation and commitment to the environment.” 

Whether heading out to their own “backyard” in the privately-owned and preserved 
Abbey Arboretum (photos above) or traveling the United States and the world to state 
and national parks (photos below), our students and community demonstrate a great 
affinity for our natural and cultural resources. And that is something to celebrate during 
the 100th year of our National Parks System and 150 plus years of the Abbey Arboretum. 
Outdoor U Archives.



Last summer Pope Francis published a letter on care for 
our common home called Laudato Si’. If you’re thinking 

about reading it, skip the first five chapters, and start 
with chapter six. I’m serious. It’s a great letter as a whole 
and quite accessible, but I’m telling you, chapter six is 
where it gets really exciting. There, he claims an ecological 
conversion will solve the current ecological crisis. 

This letter calls for actions familiar to and very 
much in line with the vision and missions of Saint John’s 
Outdoor University and the Abbey Arboretum, from 
environmental literacy to spiritual renewal. 

When discussing climate change, conversations often 
move quickly from talking 
about facts to sharing 
motivations – economic, 
environmental, social 
justice, intrinsic value, 
spiritual. I imagine you 
know what motivates 
you - or doesn’t - and I bet 
Outdoor U and the Abbey 
Arboretum have played a 
part. They do for me! 

In the summer of 
2010, I worked as a student 
naturalist teaching preK-12 
classes and planning summer events and I always looked 
forward to our weekly staff walk when we would go out 
to identify plants. We rarely made it very far because 
there were so many new plants to identify each week. This 
practice helped me to appreciate the small things and the 
opportunity to laugh and connect with my colleagues and 
with our world. I had never returned to a place so regularly 
in order to be present, to learn and to connect. The change 
of the seasons always has a profound impact on me, but 
returning weekly and learning to see big changes in small 
things, brought me into deeper connection. 

The Abbey Arboretum, Outdoor U – this is a place 
in our world where we try to make a difference, but 
what about the rest of the world? What about the whole 
universe? If motivation and inspiration were simply about 
facts and projections, people would have made other 
choices for our planet by now. Pope Francis uses the sixth 
chapter of this letter to lay out an ecological spirituality 
which is his vision for a solution to the ecological crisis. 

His argument is preceded in the letter by a sense that 
everything is connected. Most importantly, people are 
not separate from the rest of the material world. He calls 
this idea “integral ecology.” Next, the pope says we have 

made bad choices but ultimately retain the dignity to 
make different choices and form better habits. This is the 
beginning of conversion. One of those choices is to realize 
that everything is connected. 

We realize that everything is connected through 
attentiveness. He writes, “Nature is filled with words of 
love, but how can we listen to them amid constant noise, 
interminable and nerve-wracking distractions, or the cult 
of appearances? Many people today sense a profound 
imbalance which drives them to frenetic activity and makes 
them feel busy, in a constant hurry which in turn leads 
them to ride roughshod over everything around them” 

(225). We need habits to 
slow down, to listen.

The second choice is 
to understand and embody 
the phrase “less is more.” 
Pope Francis talks about 
the value of humility and 
sobriety when describing 
this ancient wisdom. 
When I read it, I hear 
him contrasting it with 
addiction. One of the 
dynamics of addiction is 
that it demands more and 

more from you in order to produce the same reward. Who 
doesn’t have something like that in their own life? Earlier 
in the letter, Pope Francis calls out the way people think 
technology will save us from the problems we face. He 
frequently derides the lifestyle of consumerism. I think 
we know that neither of these will ever satisfy us. What 
truly gives life requires less and less of us in order to give 
satisfaction. 

“Even living on little, they can live a lot, above all 
when they cultivate other pleasures and find satisfaction 
in fraternal encounters, in service, in developing their 
gifts, in music and art, in contact with nature, in prayer. 
Happiness means knowing how to limit some needs which 
only diminish us, and being open to the many different 
possibilities which life can offer” (223).

Imagine that he is not just talking about individual 
ecological conversion. He’s talking about families 
and communities and the whole world. Everything is 
connected. Less is more.

Chris Morgan is a 2011 graduate of Saint John’s Univer-
sity and a current student at Saint John’s School of Theology. 

Get Involved    Saint John’s Outdoor University Saint John’s Outdoor 
University Staff:

Thomas Kroll 
Saint John’s Outdoor U Director

Abbey Arboretum Land Manager
Sarah Gainey

Assistant Director
Envr. Education & YES! Coordinator   

Kyle Rauch
Assistant Director 

Envr. Education Coordinator
Jenny Kutter

Department Coordinator
Editor, Sagatagan Seasons

MJ Bach
Environmental Education Fellow

Hannah Jungels
Environmental Educator

Dan Vogel
Abbey Arboretum Forest Technician

Student Staff:
1 Office Assistant

2 Land Laborers
7 Naturalists

11 Naturalist Aides
15 OLC Staff

43 PRP Facilitators

Education 
Advisory Council:

John Benschoter
Alison Binsfeld
Mike Connolly
Sandra Cordie

Scott Daninger
Kari Dombrovski

Emily Franklin
Neil Franz

John Geissler
Lew Grobe, OSB

Tom Haeg
Dick Howard
Troy Knight

Maria Surma Manka
Jon McGee

Glenn Miller
Greg Miller, OSB

Steve Riendl
Stephen Saupe

Saint John’s  
Outdoor University

2346 Science Drive
P.O. Box 3000 

Collegeville, MN 56321-3000

Main Office: 
104 New Science Center

320.363.3163
OutdoorU@csbsju.edu
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Rx Less is More: For the Health of the Spirit    Chris Morgan SJU ‘11, SOT ‘17

Maple Syrup Festival                               Saturday, April 2
NEW THIS YEAR: One Festival, Longer Hours!                 11:00 a.m.—4:00 p.m.
Outdoor U Members: Adult - $5 |  Youth/Child - FREE                                  Receive $1 off per person when you
Nonmembers: Adult - $10  |  Nonmember Youth (ages 4-17) - $5    pre-register (up to $10).
Nonmember Child - FREE
Join us for what has become our most popular event of the year! Sap collecting, syrup cooking, horse-drawn 
rides, demonstrations, and hot maple syrup sundaes await the whole family during this fun-filled event! 
Saint John’s Maple Syrup patches $2 each at the festival - for scouts, 4H, birthday parties, clubs, or anybody 
who likes to collect patches! Pre-registration prices available through noon on Friday, April 1 (no foolin’).

Minnesota Natural History                   Monthly, Sept. - Nov. &
Lecture Series                  Feb. - Apr.
Free - Students (any age) & Outdoor U members                 6:30 - 8:00 p.m.
$5 - Nonmembers, nonstudents
 Mon, Apr. 18 Geography of Old Growth Forests, Kyle Rauch
Interested in learning more about Minnesota’s natural world? Join us each month during the school year 
for a lecture and discussion on a variety of natural history topics. Lectures take place indoors. Check our 
website to see past topics or for updates to the lecture schedule. 

Fruit at the Finish Triathlon               Saturday, April 23
“Berry-ly Broke a Sweat: Run until your blue-berry!” 2016
$15 - CSB/SJU students/faculty/staff: Early registration through Apr 4     
$20 - CSB/SJU students/faculty/staff: Late registration Apr 5 - 17
$25 - Community participants: Registration through Apr 17                
Compete individually or in teams of three in the annual fruit-themed triathlon. Swim 0.75K, run 6K, and 
bike 23K in this event hosted by the Peer Resource Program, Outdoor Leadership Center, and Outdoor U. 
Participants receive a t-shirt with this year’s fruit-based slogan and logo. 

Annual Plant & Garden                Saturday, May 7
Tool Sale           8:30 a.m.—12:00 p.m. or until sold out!
Welcome spring by stocking up at our annual plant and garden tool sale. Outdoor U members receive 50% 
off on all items.  Memberships are available for purchase or renewal on the day of the sale.

Spring Birding & Botany Day (NEW!)             Saturday, May 14
$12—Outdoor U members            Birding: 5:30 a.m.—1:00 p.m., OR  8:00 a.m.—1:00 p.m.
$16—Nonmembers                  Optional Birding OR Botany: 1:30—4:00 p.m.
Includes morning refreshments and lunch                  Preregistration preferred.
Spend a morning with Saint John’s Outdoor U, hiking through the Abbey Arboretum with birders during 
peak migration. Early risers will be stunned by the abundance of birds active early in the day. NEW THIS 
YEAR: Extend your day with your choice of more birding in the Avon Hills or switch gears to hike with 
local botanists, including CSB/SJU biology professor Dr. Steve Saupe, to learn native plant identification 
(with a focus on wildflowers) in the Abbey Arboretum.

“Even living on little, they can live a lot, above 
all when they cultivate other pleasures and find 
satisfaction in fraternal encounters, in service, in 
developing their gifts, in music and art, in contact 
with nature, in prayer. Happiness means knowing 
how to limit some needs which only diminish us, 
and being open to the many different possibilities 
which life can offer” Laudato Si’, 223.

Charlotte RogersGabe HymerOutdoor URose Janssen
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Saint John’s Abbey Arboretum
 is m

ore than 
2,500 acres of lakes, prairie, oak savanna 
and forest ow

ned by Saint John’s Abbey and 
surrounding Saint John’s University.
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