


Embrace Your Curves
	      Yoga helps you love the body you have–now.
By Laurel Kallenbach

Leaning against the wall, I bend 
forward and raise one leg 90 
degrees into Half  Moon, a bal-

ance pose.  When I’m steady, I unfurl 
my arms: one to a block on the floor, 
the other skyward.  Supported by my 
standing leg, I feel like I could fly--all 
175 curvy pounds of  me.  I feel strong 
and light, even though my thighs, rear, 
stomach, and breasts are larger than 
most of  my classmates.
   I now weigh 45 pounds less than I did 
10 years ago (thanks to yoga), but I still 
feel self-conscious in a class of  skinny 
people, even if  I am as flexible as they 
are.  Nonetheless, my yoga practice has 
deepened, and I’m better at keeping my 
negative “fat” voice off  the mat as I fo-
cus on how my body feels as it moves--
not how it looks.
   “Many heavy people feel disen-
franchised form the benefits of  yoga 
because of  their size,” says Abby Lentz, 
a yoga teacher from Austin, Texas who 
created the DVD “HeavyWeight Yoga” 
(heartfeltyoga.com).  In her class for 
overweight and obese people, Lentz em-
phasizes the positive, mind-body-spirit 
effects of  the ancient practice.  “My 
goal is to get people to the yoga mat 
now, not after they’ve lost 100 pounds,” 
says Lentz.  After all, yoga’s benefits–
better health, peace of  mind, and self  
acceptance–can be particularly powerful 
for women who struggle with weight.  
Studies report that women who do yoga 
have better self-esteem and fewer eating 
disorders than those who stay in shape 
by running or attending gym classes.  
And regular practice of  the asanas 
(poses) may in fact lower blood pres-
sure, improve circulation and balance, 
and build strength.
   Yoga also develops self-discipline, 
stress management, and greater body 
awareness.  “When we’re overweight, we 
tend to live in the head instead of  the 

body.  Yoga heals that dissociation and 
helps us feel whole again,” says full-
figured instructor Meera Patricia Kerr 
who teaches in southwest Michigan.  
Yoga fosters mindfulness and compas-
sion that can help you replace negativ-
ity with self-acceptance.  When you 
feel physically tight, yoga allows you to 
breathe into the muscles to relax them.  
It’s the same when you encounter a dif-
ficult emotion such as fear or guilt.  You 
learn to inhale and exhale through that 
too, working toward a place of  greater 
confidence.
   Practicing yoga helps you tone and 
build muscle, and you might even drop 
a few pounds.  But don’t count on it to 
get your heart pumping when you first 
start.  Most beginning yoga doesn’t push 
into the cardio (fat burning) zone, but 
as you gain strength and flexibility, you 
can take more physically demanding 
classes.  “Anyone who doubts that yoga 
contributes to strength should try 10 to 
20 continuous Sun Salutations or take a 
vinyasa or Ashtanga class in which pos-
es flow one into another without stop-
ping,” says David Riley, MD, founder of  
the Integrative Medicine Institute at the 
University of  New Mexico.
   That said, do yoga for yoga’s sake, 
not because you want to shed 20 to 40 
pounds.  You might lose weight–a nice 
side effect–but using yoga to burn calo-
ries is missing the power of  its mind-
body connection.  
   “Yoga also helps overweight women 
reconnect with the beauty of  the physi-
cal body,” says Kerr.  Recent studies 
have proven that you can be large and 
physically fit.  Likewise, you can be 
round and beautiful.  So don’t shun 
yoga because you have love handles or 
can’t squeeze into a teensy camisole.  
Instead, ditch nay-saying voices that 
belittle your appearance, and disregard 
internal insinuations that your body 

can’t bend or that others are staring.  
“Through yoga, I’ve come to a place 
where I no longer think self-deprecating 
thoughts that pull me down,” says 
Lentz.  “I simply work for better health, 
no matter what size I am.”**

   Asana Do’s & Don’ts
        Yoga instructor Abby Lentz of  
        Austin, Texas, gives ways to make
        yoga comfortable for bigger bodies.

Don’t:
• Assume there’s only one correct 
way to do a pose.  Modifications im-
part the same benefits without strain.  
• Push through pain.  Discomfort 
signals you may need to ease up.   
• Compare yourself  to others.  Each 
yogi has different strengths and weak-
nesses.  • Do shoulder or headstands 
if  your heavy (they put pressure on 
the neck).  Instead, do Downward 
Dog or Dolphin instead.

Do:
• Make space for your belly in for-
ward bends.  Separate your knees or 
legs to create a “belly well,” then fold 
you torso into that spot.  • Use props.  
Pillows, blocks, straps, and blankets 
help you relax into a pose.  Chairs 
and the wall support your weight 
and steady balance.  • Move gently 
into and out of  postures.  • Ask the 
teacher for help if  you have questions 
or a pose feels strained. 


