[image: C:\Users\MLDHO\Desktop\Star Tribune Article_Page_1.jpg]
[image: C:\Users\MLDHO\Desktop\Star Tribune Article_Page_2.jpg]
[bookmark: _GoBack][image: C:\Users\MLDHO\Desktop\Star Tribune Article_Page_3.jpg]
image1.jpeg
« HOW BEAUTIFUL IT IS TO DO NOTHING,
AND THEN REST AFTERWARD. )} spanish proverb

STARTRIBUNE.COM/TRAVEL - SUNDAY, MARCH 9, 2008 - SECTION G

‘Themiotion of the stars and the photographer's headlamp are captured in a half-hour exposure of the Birches, one of the cabins at the Dwelling in the Woods near Willow River, Minn.

Hermit days

 Ataretreat center in northem Minnesota, the road leads ™ inward.

blanketed clearing in front of a

grove of ramrod straight birch
trees, standing with the kind of recti-
tude that suggested they felt responsi-
‘ble for holding up the sky.

The tidy little house would be my
home for the next four days. Like the
birches, it had a distinctive posture.
The oddly angled, double-gabled roof
and the bowlike bay windows made me
think of a seaworthy, small boat, huddled
inaharbor.

1 was embarking on a three-night re-
treat. One part of me looked at the scene
and relished it; I would be alone here,
with time to relax and forget about the
world I normally live in, with its endless
litany of checklists. But another part of
‘me felt alittle scared.

1do asilent, solitary retreat of some
kind almost every year, and I always look
forward to it. But I also dread the first
day, when I'm actually confronted with
silence, no distractions available. Doing
‘nothing sounds appealing until P'm actu-
ally on the verge of having nothing to do.
‘Then even a few hours can seem like an
ocean of time.

1 had arrived at the Dwelling in the
‘Woods, a nonsectarian retreat center
about two hours north of the Twin Cit-

The hermit’s cabin sat in a snow-

e

the Woods. Each cabin has a wood stove, a simple kitchen and a bathroom.

:Story and photos by CHRIS WELSCH - cwelsch@startribunetom -

alarger wooden building with an open
room where a guided meditation is giv-
eneach morning, Five cabins, called her-
‘mitages,are set as far from each other as
possible, tucked into niches in the woods:
that surround the compound. The near-
est town, McGrath, is 13 miles away.

“Enjoy your peace and quiet” she
said, and left me in my hermitage.

On the ground floor, there was a gal-
ley kitchen, a bathroom, a couch, a ta-
ble and chairs, a wood stove and an
easy chair facing the big bay windows.
A hand-hewn spiral staircase led to the
loft, which had two single beds.

A fresh loaf of whole wheat bread,
still warm, rested on the counter in the
kitchen. My dinner — squash soup, salad
and a piece of cake — had already been
stashed in the fridge. I didn’t even need
to cook. I'built a fire in the wood stove
and sat down.

Now there was nothing to do but sit

Interior of the Birches, a hermitage that faces astand of birch trees at the Dwellingin and do nothing.

Retreat continues on Gé>
Go ahead, relax: There are atleasta

ies, on a clear and cold Sunday after- ag, had given me abrief tour of the com-  dozen retreat centers within driving

noon. I unloaded my clothes, a bag of ~pound.Ichecked inat the mainbuilding, ~distance of the Twin Cities. G6

groceries and my camera gear at the whichhousesoffices, alargekitchenand It all started when ... An interview

cabin, called the Birches. dining room. The rate, with meals, was  with one of the founding sisters of
‘The soft-spoken director, Judy Kre- $85anight. She showed me the Octagon, Dwellingin the Woods. G6

Toseeagallery of photos, go tostartribune.com/travel g
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Hermit
days

< RETREAT FROM G1

By the next morning, the uneasy

sense that I should be doing some-

thing productive was fading, and I set-
tled into the silence, which unveiled
the everyday beauty of the place. I
watched the red squirrels, chickadees
and woodpeckers feud over the sun-
flower seeds in a bird feeder while I
enjoyed my coffee.

Kreag had told me that Mondays at
the Dwelling are “Hermit Days,” and
unnecessary conversation is discour-
aged. That didn't preclude the daily
‘meditation practice at the Octagon.
At 9:25 am., I walked across the com-
pound and joined Kreag and anoth-
er guest who were sitting in front of a
small altar table. Kreag began by ask-

ing us to relax, to feel the muscles in
our scalps and necks letting go.

“Focus on the breath,” she said. “Feel

Photos by CHRIS WELSCH « cwelsch@startribune.co

energy coming in with each inhalation,  The Dwelling in the Woods is set on 120 acres of birch and pine forest adjoining Solana State Forest. The building in the foreground s the Octagon, which hasalarge
‘meeting room and three bedrooms for hermits.

and tension leaving with each exhale.
Feela grounding cord running into the
| Earth from your spine. Feel rooted in
 Mother Earth and at the same timeft-
ed upward.”

1 could hear the clock ticking, and

smell the cedar incense in the room.
I thought “OK, now I'm meditating.”
' Then I thought, “Don’t think.” My

mind quieted for a minute o two, then
1 drifted into planning the day ahead.
| Then  thought, “Why am I planning a
 day inwhich 1 have nothing to do?”

Ifocused on my breathing again. My

knees started to hust. I focused on my
breathingagain, and akind of peace de-
| scended for a few minutes.

T've been meditating for years, and
' I've never been able to sit with a qui-
| et mind for more than about 10 min-
| utes at a stretch. But I don't feel bad
| about it. Meditation in its most gener-

ic sense is a practice of training the
| mind to be quiet and still to be open
| to whatis happening in each moment.
Most of the time our thoughts are dig-
ging through the past or pondering the
| future. Getting the mind into the here
and now is a lifelong practice.

Kreag rang a bell to end the medi-
| tation. She offered a simple prayer for
| past hermits and their loved ones, and
| we went our separate, silent ways.

‘The Dwelling miracles’

On Tuesday, when we
could talk again, I inter-
rupted my solitude brief-
Iy to interview Kreag in
her office. A former Head
Start coordinator at the
Fond du Lac reservation
near Cloquet, Minn, she'd
cometothe Dwelling four

years ago, stressed out and looking for
. refuge. She fell in love with the place
‘ and withits mission — “to nurture and
\

support the healing, growth and trans-
formation of the human spirit.”

The Dwelling was founded by three
Catholic sisters of St. Joseph from St.
Paul, she said. These sisters had spent
a lot of time in prayer and solitude,
sometimes at retreat centers that were
quite austere. They wanted to share the
power of silence, but they wanted to
create a place that was more comfort-

| able than the typical retreat center, a
‘place where people would be fed good
‘meals, where they could get a massage,
‘where they wouldn't have to go outside
touse a bathroom.

Because the sisters had taken vows
of poverty, they decided they wouldn’t
be able to take a rational approach to
building a retreat center, Kreag said.

“They had no money, no proper-

The Dwelling in the Woods' mission is “to nurture and support the healing, growth and transformation of the human spi

ty and no collateral” she said. “They
came up with the intention and had
faith it would be filled. Then these
things started happening that we call
the Dwelling miracles.”

First, they heard of a piece of land
for sale near Solana State Forest, 100
‘miles north of the Twin Cities. Then,
when one of the sisters was praying,
she kept hearing the name of a man
she knew. She called him and asked

if he'd help raise money for a retreat
center. “He said, T don't really ike rais-
ing money, so Il just buy the land for
‘you and you can do the fundraising for
whatever else you need”

Kreag described a series of coinci-
dences and odd happenings, includi
an improbable bank loan for $100,000
for buildings. By 1989, their good in-
tentions had coalesced as a working
retreat center. Over the years, nearly

that end, the center provides quiet and a chance to be close to the thythms of nature. The 120-acre grounds are crisscrossed with
trails. Below: Millie is the retreat center's goodwill ambassador, who sets an example of enjoying life minute by minute.

3,000 people — referred to by Dwelling
staffmembers as hermits — have stayed
atthe center, sometimes for justaday or
two, sometimes for a week or more.

“Our society doesn't value sitting
and doing nothing,” she said. “But not
taking time to do nothing, you're not
connecting with yourself. It that still
small voice in your heart. You need si-
lence tobe able to hear it”

Sacred details

‘That made sense to me. The longer I
stayed quiet, the more time slowed, the
‘more I felt connected to the beauty of
the world around me. Without the con-
stant cacophony of other voices in my
ears — TV, radio, cell phones, comput-
ers — I started to hear and sense sub-
tler thythms, ones that aren't depen-
dent on the false urgencies of our con-
sumer society.

1 walked on the snow-packed trails
through the woods, and things that T
‘normally would have overlooked, I sa-
vored: the sharp air, clarified with the
smell of pine resin; the delicate foot-
prints of a raccoon who'd stopped at
the bird feeder, and at night, the way the
‘bright stars seemed just out of reach of
the extended arms of the birch trees.

Sunrise and sunset were major
events of epic beauty. They happen ev-
ery day, but most of the time, we're too
busy to notice.

Chris Welsch »612-673-7113

Retreat centers create refuges for peace, reflection

‘Weneed
time for our
souls,’ says
founder

Jeanne Stodola, 68, a siste
of St. Joseph from St. Paul,
one of the founding mother
of the Dwelling in the Wood:
a retreat center near Willoy
River, Minn. For 18 years, th
Dwelling has provided a plac
for people to rest and reflec
in peace and quiet. Stodol
shared her thoughts on trave
ing an inward path.

QWhy did you think that crea
ingaretreat center was impos
tant enough to devote a part
your life to the cause?

A We wanted to share wit
people what we had benefite
from in our religious commn
nity, in having time for pray
and study and meditation.
need time for our souls — e
ery day, every month, ever
year, We're all very busy wit
everything else that life d
mands of us, and sometime
we can feel that life is caree:
ing out of control. In silenc
we can find the wisdom an
love that we are. So we felt
Was very important to creaf
a place where people coul
be taken care of and find th
soul time.

Another thing we really fe
‘was important was to give pe
ple a chance to find their tr
north, a compass in a sense.
In all that busyness it can }
easy to lose your way. [Tt
Dwelling] is beautiful, it's qu
et, you're taken care of. Youcz
get grounded in yoursel, w
you are and where you're g
ing.

@ What advice to you give pe
ple setting out onaretreat? A
people often a little anxiot
about it?

A Often there is some anxiet
and we invite people to talk
someone about that — a spir
tual mentor who understanc
that. A typical response is ‘Ho
am I going to get through this
.. It's almost like a practice |
o with the flow of what's ha
pening inside, to notice it, ar
be patient. The anxiety will g
e e A
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At 9:25 am., I walked across the com-
pound and joined Kreag and anoth-
er guest who were sitting in front of a
small altar table. Kreag began by ask-
ing us to relax, to feel the muscles in
our scalps and necks letting go.

“Focus on the breath,” she said. “Feel
energy comingin with each inhalation,
and tension leaving with each exhale.
Feel a grounding cord runninginto the
Earth from your spine. Feel rooted in
Mother Earth and at the same time Lift-
edupward.”

1 could hear the clock ticking, and
smell the cedar incense in the room..
1 thought “OK, now I'm meditating”
Then I thought, “Don't think” My
‘mind quieted for aminute or two, then

1drifted into planning the day ahead.
 Then I thought, “Why am I planning a
day in which I have nothing to do?”

Ifocused on my breathing again. My
Knees started to hurt, I focused on my
breathing again, and a kind of peace de-
scended for a few minutes.

| T've been meditating for years, and
've never been able to sit with a qui-
et mind for more than about 10 min-
utes at a stretch. But I don't feel bad
about it. Meditation in its most gener-
ic sense is a practice of training the
mind to be quiet and still, to be open
to what is happening in each moment.
 Most of the time our thoughts are dig-
 ging through the past or pondering the
future. Getting the mind into the here
- and now s a lifelong practice.
Kreag rang a bell to end the medi-
tation. She offered a simple prayer for
past hermits and their loved ones, and
‘we went our separate, silent ways.

On Tuesday, when we
could talk again, I inter-
rupted my solitude brief-
ly to interview Kreag in
heroffice. A former Head
Start coordinator at the
Fond du Lac reservation
near Cloquet, Minn., she'd
«come to the Dwelling four

years ago, stressed out and looking for
refuge. She fell in love with the place
‘ and with its mission — “to nurture and
support the healing, growth and trans-
formation of the human spirit”
The Dwelling was founded by three
| Catholic sisters of St. Joseph from St.
Paul, she said. These sisters had spent
" alot of time in prayer and solitude,
sometimes at retreat centers that were
| quiteaustere. They wanted to share the
power of silence, but they wanted to
| create a place that was more comfort-
able than the typical retreat center, a
place where peaple would be fed good
‘meals, where they could get amassage,
| where they wouldn't have to go outside:
' to use abathroom.
| Because the sisters had taken vows
of poverty, they decided they wouldn't
be able to take a rational approach to
building a retreat center, Kreag said.
| “They had no money, no proper-

‘Photos by CHRIS WELSCH - cwelsch@startribune.co
‘The Dwelling in the Woods i set on 120 acres of birch and pine forest adjoining Solana State Forest The building in the foreground is the Octagon, which has alarge
‘meeting room and three bedrooms for hermits.

The Dwelling in the Woods' mission s “to nurture and suyponthel\ea.lmg, growthand transformation of the human pi

ty and no collateral,” she said. “They
came up with the intention and had
faith it would be filled. Then these
things started happening that we call
the Dwelling miracles.”

First, they heard of a piece of land
for sale near Solana State Forest, 100
‘miles north of the Twin Cities. Then,
when one of the sisters was praying,
she kept hearing the name of a man
she knew. She called him and asked

if he'd help raise money for a retreat
center. “He said, T don't really like rais-
ing money, so T'll just buy the land for
youand you can do the fundraising for
‘whatever else you need.”

Kreag described a series of coinci-
dences and odd happenings, including
an improbable bank loan for $100,000
for buildings. By 1989, their good in-
tentions had coalesced as a working
retreat center. Over the years, nearly

that end, the center provides quiet and a chance to be close to the rhythms of nature. The 120-acre grounds are crisscrossed with
trails. Below: Millieis the retreat center's goodwill ambassador, who sets an example of enjoying life minute by minute.

3,000 people —referred to by Dwelling
staff members as hermits — have stayed
atthe center, sometimes for justa day or
two, sometimes for a week or more.

“Our society doesn't value sitting
and doing nothing,” she said. “But not
taking time to do nothing, you're not
connecting with yourself. I€s that still
small voice in your heart. You need si-
lence to be able to hear it.”

Sacred details

That made sense to me. The longer I
stayed quiet, the more time slowed, the
more I felt connected to the beauty of
the world around me. Without the con-
stant cacophony of other voices in my
ears — TV, radio, cell phones, comput-
ers — I started to hear and sense sub-
tler thythms, ones that aren't depen-
dent on the false urgencies of our con-
sumer society.

1 walked on the snow-packed trails
through the woods, and things that I
normally would have overlooked, I sa-
vored: the sharp air, clarified with the
smell of pine resin; the delicate foot-
prints of a raccoon who'd stopped at
thebird feeder, and at night, the way the
bright stars seemed just out of reach of
the extended arms of the birch trees.

Sunrise and sunset were major
events of epic beauty. They happen ev-
ery day, but most of the time, we're too
busy to notice.

Chris Welsch 612-673-7113

Retreat centers create refuges for peace, reflection

Atleast a dozen retreat centers are within easy reach from the Twin Cities. Most have no religious requirements and don't proselytize. Many offer spiritual counseling;
some offermassage or body work. Some emphasize solitude, while others encourage guests to join in shared meals and prayers.

‘ ARC RETREAT CENTER

‘ ‘The log retreat house houses up to 18
guests on 90 acres near Cambridge,
Minn. The center also has a small her-
mitage and a cottage. ARC (Action,
Reflection, Celebration) describes itself
as"an ecumenical retreat centerin the

| Chistian tradition."Lodging withmeals
is $75 weekdays, $80 on weekends
(1-763-689-3540; www.arcretreat.org).

CLARE'S WELL

| Operated by the Franciscan Sisters of
Litle Falls, Minn, Clare's Well describes
itself asa “spirituality farm," with guest
lodgingin three hermitages, which
have electricity, but no plumbing Body
workis available. Clare's Well is near
Annandale, Minn., about an hour north-

| west of the Twin Cities. Lodging with
three mealsa dayis $50 (1-320-274-

| 3512;wwwslf org/clareswell htrnl).

CHRISTINE CENTER
On120 acres about 40 miles east of Eau
Claire, Wis, this retreathas 15 hermit-

ages and a beautiful main building with
an octagonal meditation hall. Body work
and sauna. Rates, with meals, are $42 to
$58 on weekends and $37 to $47 during
the week (1-866-333-7507; wwwchristi
necenterorg).

DUNROVIN

On 50 acres along the St. Croix River, the
Dunrovin Christian Brothers Retreat
Center has abucolicsettingand can ac-
commodate anything from solitary re-
treats to groups as large as 50. There'sa
big retreat center with 45 roomms, as well
asacottage and aretreat house Rates
vary depending on number of meals,
length of stay and time of week. Located
10 miles north of Stillwater (651-433-
21486; www.dunrovin.org).

THE DWELLING

‘The Dweling in the Woods has five
hermitages and alarger central building,
‘with meeting space and three hotel-
style rooms. Sauna and body work avail-
able. Rateis $85 per person with meals

(1-320-592-3708; www.dwellinginthe
‘woods.org).

MOUNT OLIVET

On 150 acres of prairie and woodlands
‘about 30 miles south of the Cities,
'Mount Olivet Retreat and Conference
Center accommodates large groups and
individual retreats. Amenities include
‘whirlpool, sauna, s miles of hiking trails
andalarge prayerlabyrinth (952-469-
2175; wwwntolivetretreat.org).

PACEM IN TERRIS
“Peace on Earth”is a Franciscan retreat
center with 16 hermitages where“the
‘hermit can more simply follow Christ's
example of seeking‘a lonely place to
pray:” Thereis no electricity or plumb-
ing Guests are given asimple food
‘basket daily and have a gas burner to
heat water fortea or coffee. Donation
ofatleast $55a night requested. About
20 miles north of Anoka (763-444-6408;
‘www pacerninterris.org).

ST. JOHN'S ABBEY

St.John's Abbey isa Benedictine mon-
astery witha complex that includes
St.John's University in Collegeville,
'Minn. The new guesthouse has 29
rooms and overlooks Lake Sagata-
‘gan. Visitors are encouraged to meet
and pray with monks. The suggested
room rate is $60 per night fora single,
‘withmeals $15to §17 extra.Its about
100 riles northwest of the Cities off
Interstate Hy.94 (1-320-363-2573;
wwwsaintjohnsabbeyorg, click on
Guesthouse).

STONE LIGHT RETREAT
Described as “a place to meet yourself,”
Stone Light has four cabins and amain
lodge in woods near Viroqua, Wis. The
cabins are rustic, with battery-powered
lights and outhouses. Massage therapist
and psychic available. Rates are $68a
‘night (1-608-637-6917; www.stone-
lightnet).

CHRIS WELSCH

‘Weneed
time for our
souls,’ says
founder

Jeanne Stodola, 68, a siste
of St. Joseph from St. Paul,
one of the founding mother
of the Dwelling in the Wood
a retreat center near Willoy
River, Minn. For 18 years, th
Dwelling has provided a plac
for people to rest and reflec
in peace and quiet. Stodol
shared her thoughts on trave
ingan inward path.

QWhy did you think that crea
ing a retreat center was impo;
tant enough to devote a part
your life to the cause?

A We wanted to share wit
people what we had benefite
from in our religious comm
nity, in having time for praye
and study and meditation. W
need time for our souls — ey
ery day, every month, ever
year. We're all very busy wit
everything else that life de
mands of us, and sometime
‘we can feel that life is career
ing out of control. In silenc:
we can find the wisdom an
love that we are. So we felt
was very important to creat
a place where people coul
be taken care of and find th
soul time.

Another thing we really fe
‘was important was to give pec
ple a chance to find their tru
north, a compass in a sense. .
In all that busyness it can b
easy to lose your way. [Th
Dwelling] is beautiful, it’s qu
et, you're taken care of. You ca
get grounded in yourself, wh
you are and where you're g
ing.

@ What advice to you give pec
ple setting out on aretreat? Ar
people often a little anxiot
about it?

A Often there is some anxiet
and we invite people to talk
someone about that — a spir
tual mentor who understanc
that. A typical response is ‘Ho
am I going to get through this
.. 1t's almost like a practice
go with the flow of what's hay
pening inside, to notice it, ar
be patient. The anxiety will
away, and you will sink in
that quiet.

Ithink it takes a full day mis
imum to quiet down. Peop
‘who do more than one retre:
usually schedule more tim
the second visit. I have or
guy, who decribed himself as
high Type A. The first time }
came he brought a huge stas
of books and he had all the:
plans to keep busy. Becau:
he was scared. Now when 1
comes he doesn't bring any.

We can't be open to som
thing when we're stuffir
our lives with so many ot
er things. When people com
we have a lttle box by the gat
and we invite them to leave 2
their cares and worries there
that box. It's a symbolic actic
10 help release all those thing
and make room for an op¢
heart and an open mind.

‘CHRIS WELSC





