


BYJESSICABELASCO
San Antonio Express-News

AUSTIN, Texas - The students in
Abby Lentz’s yoga class don't
look like the models on the cov-
er of yoga magazines.

They have round bellies.
Thick thighs. Lots of curves.

But in this class, it doesn’t
matter.

Lentz teaches HeavyWeight
Yoga, which uses modifica-
tions, a slower pace and props
to make yoga accessible to
men and women who are
overweight or obese.

“You don’t have to lose
weight to practice yoga. You
can start now. It’s there for you,”
says Lentz, 60.

Lentz has been practicing
yogafor 36 years and is certified
to teach Kripaluyoga, a gentle
form of the discipline that em-
phasizes breath work and pos-
es and is focused on the indi-
vidual.

In 2004, she decided to
modify her classes to help over-
weightstudents. Atjustunder 5
feet 6 inches and 243 pounds,
Lentz knows how it feels to be
heavy.

‘When she taught traditional
classes, she says, people would
look disappointed when they
realized she was the teacher.

“The hardest thing for me
to do when I got started was to
be in front of the class, wearing
revealing clothes and saying,
‘Look at me, watch what I'm
doing; ” she says.

She prides herself on pro-
viding a setting of acceptance
in her classes, which focus on
healing and calming, not on
weight loss or diet.

“I've been to some real-
ly hard-core yoga classes that
are all about the beautiful peo-
ple, and that’s not what she’s
about. She’s about finding spir-
itual balance and having yoga
be a positive influence in your
life;” says Christine Moses, 46,
who attends Lentz’s class twice
aweek. “I do not feel intimidat-
ed. I feel welcomed”

HeavyWeight Yogais “about
having people forget about
their flesh and focus on their
inner body, on their frame, so
they can put the rest of it aside
and find progress on that deep-
er level Lentz says.

To reach a larger audience,
Lentz’s company, HeartFelt Yo-
ga, last year released an instruc-
tional DVD, “HeavyWeight Yo-
ga: Yoga for the Body You Have
Today” ($24.95 at www.heart-
feltyoga.com and www.ama-
Zon.com).

Besides instruction for over-
weight people, it also includes
options for people who are bed-
bound and those who have dif-
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ficulty coming down to the
floor.

Her classes can also be
viewed at wwwdemandfitness.
com, which requires a subscrip-
tion.

Lentz’s brand of yoga of-
fers modifications of tradition-
al poses not appropriate for
heavier people.

For example, instead of
traditional inversions such as
shoulder stands - which in-
volves the body’s weight resting
on the head and neck - Lentz
has her students lean their legs
on a chair or against a wall.

Lentz also encourages her
students to use their “belly
well,” the space between their
outspread legs.

Because heavier people of-
ten carry extra weight in their
bellies, separating their legs al-
lows them to lower their torsos
without their weight pressing
against their legs.

“Don't let your belly get in
the way,” Lentz reminds her
students during her classes.

On her DVD, Lentz advises
the viewer to use an “energet-
ic swipe” to simply move extra
flesh out of the way when hing-
ing at the waist.

Props help, too. Her favor-
ite one is a strap, which students
can use to lasso their feet and
hinge alittle deeper, if they can’t
reach their hands to their feet.

“Abby’s so good about giving
you modified poses so you're
gettingbenefitsbut not hurting
yourself” says Sandra Hunt, 50,
who says her flexibility has im-
proved since she began taking
Lentz’s classes twice weekly.

“She’s very focused on help-
ing you feel like you can still do
it, whatever your limitations.”

Lentz says she teaches the
three A's: awareness, acceptance
and affection.

Rather than teaching yoga
for weight loss, she’s teaching
it to encourage people to con-
nect with their bodies, come to
terms with their size and shape

and appreciate what their bod-
ies — flawed as they may seem
- are able to do.

“I know if I wrote on my
DVD, ‘Lose 10 pounds a week,
blah blah blah, change your
dress size in 9 days, I know I
would sell thousands of these,”
Lentz says. “That’s not my
claim. It's ‘Come do yoga with
me and find your own sense of
well-being’

“Yoga can also be a gen-
tle introduction to fitness for
obese and out-of-shape peo-
ple who are intimidated by the
thought of rigorous exercise;”
she says.

“People will look at me and
say, ‘I can't believe I did this for
two years. I've never done any
exercise program consistently
for two years?

“It's doable;” she says. “If you
can wipe your brow, youcando
ayoga stretch with your arms”

Lentz teaches private, pub-
lic and corporate classes and
holds yoga retreats at the Cross-
ings spa in Austin. A women’s-
only retreat will be held there
Sept. 25-28. For information, in-
cluding program fees, call (877)
944-3003.

Recently, Lentz decided to
expand her scope and change
the way the public views yoga.
She’s working on a new DVD,
“Heavyweight Yoga: Changing
the Image of Yoga Today” and is
adding photos of her students,
accompanied by stories about
their experiences with yoga, to
her Web site.

She wants to spread the
message that yoga is for every-
one, not just the stick-thin prac-
titioners featured in most yoga
videos and books.

“Everyone [in those mate-
rials] doesn’t have to be over-
weight or obese, but they could
at least be normal-sized,” she
says.

More information:
jbelasco@express-news.net or
http://heartfeltyoga.com/change_image htm



