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Visionaries

Geri Topfer and Penni Feiner are bringing yoga
to the masses--meeting groups included--and turning the

starkest of spaces into dens of tranquility
By Andrea Doyle

Photography by Mafihow Furman

grounds. It relaxes yet reju-

ductive, explains Gefl Topfer, founder
of Kula for Karma, a non-profit group
that offers yoga to anyone whose spirit
hits been challenged by Illness, abuse,
neglect,
addlcfion, or another obstacle In life.

the New lersey chaplet of the Natlona|
Association of Social Workers (NASW),

tires yoga, 1 ~ow how rel~ag it ~n
be." ke says. lie had Topfer and Penni

director, lead two yoga sessions al last

agah~ for this year.
~xen Topfer and Feiner are not In

homeless shatters, group homes for at-
risk abused youlh, and senior centers.

prison, with its cold gray cement floor
aml hnnmdng fluorescent lights, into

Felner’s heartfalt chants and floe calm-
ing scent of lavender.

Even lh¢ most daunfing of prison-
ers, toughened from years on the street,
don’t unnerve the two, who return
weekly, bringing the benefils of yoga
with them.

victim, but real yoga Is having compas-
sion for the perpetrator," says ,ig-year-

that defines her.
Yoga bas been transformational to

good deeds for others. But Topfer and

Using Yoga to Give Back
To an outside observer, Topfec seenled
to have it all. A husband, Steven, an a~t-
e~thesiologist ,qt Hackensack University
Medical Center; three beautiful chi[-

SPREADING

dren; and a career tu tile magazine pub-
Ilshing world--yet she was overcome
with anxiety. An acting coach recom-
mended Ihat’l’opfer. a shallow breather,
t~7 yoga to hdp her with deeper, more
deliberate breath. She was wtlfing to try
anything to find inner peace,

"l)urlng my very grst class 1 fall
madly in love with yoga. It saved me
and continues to save me every day. I
have a lot ofauxlety at~d fear, but now
I Just cha~ge right through it," says
Topfer, who started to prac fire regu-
larly, became a certified teacher, and
daea looked to take her practice la an
unconventional direction.

"A traditional yoga studio didn’t rcso
onate with me. I wanted to use my yoga
in a deeper way, to give back."

It Just so happened that her yoga
teacher had iust returncxl from Ecuador,
where she laught yoga in an orphan-
age, ~uad was planuh~g to go back. "1
told her d~¢rc are kkh ~truggltng hi our
owu backy~rd that we call help," says
Toplbr. This was the seed that led to the
creation of Kula lbr Karma.

One of Ikeir first efforts was at a
group home for abnsed teens, pdncr, a



Ku ndallnl Research Institute-certified
yoga teacher who h ~so certified to teach
restoralE, e and LifeForce Yoga, was
teadth~g a class whea Topfer dropped
in ~th a bh Ihday c~ke for one of the
teen~. "l’h[~ was tile first th~e the two
met and the ~olln~cliot J was immediate.

Yoga helped 58-~r-old Fehtet t~vcr-
come z drug addlctim~. An avid a~lete,
she turned to yoga to belp d~elop Ilex-
ibJlity. "I never thought Pd be able to
u~e fl~e tools of yoga to help quiet nW
rabid. My demons ~dfi always be there,

sluffT don’t like," she explains.

~cb yoga cl~ is desired to me~t

Calm Conferences
For meeL~g groups, the two leacE the

~fhe two kicked offlast year’s

night ~,oge, practice followed by one
Mmlday mon~lng. "\Ve did restorative
yoga in the cycling to help the group
get a good night’s sleep and then flow
yoga in Ihe morning to help them gel
going without Starbucks," says Fether.

’Ibis con ferenee co~lsisls of three in-
tensive days of workshops ~nd classes,

lion credits. "Gerl and Penni are awe-
sollle, and nlthough Fm ~ over the
place I dkl slick my head in their session
anti totally’ got the vibe/’ says Kalman.
"Our altendees who did participate ill
the yoga thought the? were terrific."

Episcopal Social Services, a cotlln|tl-
nlly oulreach program, recently invilcd
the two to speak about Kula for Karma.

Although we hadn’t planned n, we de-
cided on fi~e spot to do a little yoga witb
Ihcm before we got started. We turned
off the lighls, did some breathwork and
slretchlng, and the e~llire energy h~ the
room shifted. ’fhe group became ~]pea
and rceeplive," explaing TIIp fer.

To Rwanda
Kula for Karma’s most ambifiotts jour-

when Topfer and Feiaer visited Rwallda.

the hope file)" would share Ibe yoga and
breathing techniques they learned :,Alia
olher women. At the end of each class
Ihe two banded out yello\v t-sbbls with

a Kula thr Karma manta. It begins,

lares into "Glory be Io God, Thank you

"People refer to os as the c~azy

make a difl~rence," Topfer says. SM


