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Prologue



INSCRIBED ON THE OFF-WHITE PARCHMENT OF MY PHD diploma is the vague term “human performance.” When people ask me about the degree, I tell them it is in exercise physiology, since that was the specific subject I studied. Saying that I did a PhD in human performance would likely cause some confused looks, which would require that I clarify. And to do that, I would first need to come up with a clarification of human performance for myself.


While working on the degree, I was asked to write a research paper on evolution and the limits of human athletic performance. It was a difficult paper to write. I wrote about such things as natural selection, genetic drift and gene flow, divergence of character, aerobic metabolic capacity, Body mass, the quantities of useful muscular force and mechanical power that can be generated and sustained, and an esoteric anatomical theory called symmorphosis.


Symmorphosis proposes that an organism’s structural design is regulated by its functional demand.1,2 Perhaps the most prominent promoter of symmorphosis is preeminent anatomist Ewald Weibel, MD, who wrote, “the quantity of structure incorporated into an animal’s functional system is matched to what is needed: enough but not too much.”3 Thus, it is demand that drives the change in an organism’s structure. Any extra baggage is not supported and becomes extinct. The human Body can change, and the limits of human performance can only be exceeded, if the demand on the Body’s performance increases.


While symmorphosis is quite a long process, occurring on a species level over millions of years of evolution, structural changes also occur on an individual level in the short term (weeks to months in your lifetime) in response to specific stressors, physical exercise being the most prolific and potent one. In response to physical exercise, muscle fibers increase their metabolic machinery, bones increase their density, cardiac muscle enlarges, new blood vessels sprout around muscle fibers, and new neurons are formed in the Brain. These changes are quite sensitive to imposed stresses. Indeed, your Body (and the structure of all organisms) evolves to cope with all but the most extreme stresses to which it is subjected.


If the quantity of structure incorporated into an individual’s system is matched to what is needed, increasing the need through physical training increases the amount of change that takes place. However, changes are not limited to anatomical structures and functions, as symmorphosis proposes; other functions change as well, including cognition, mindset, and confidence. These functions go way beyond symmorphosis.


Physical training is quite a remarkable process. And what it proves is that we are not static creatures. Not physically and not psychologically. Human performance is ever-changing, and we have control over the degree to which we change.


No matter how I define human performance to others and to myself, every definition I come up with concerns the Body. Because the human existence and the human experience are physical.
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My passion for human performance began during the Presidential Physical Fitness Tests in fifth grade. Two of the tests were a 50-yard sprint in the school’s parking lot and a 600-yard run on the grass field. I ran the former in 7.3 seconds and the latter in 2 minutes and 1 second. It was then that I discovered that I had some talent, although I wasn’t the quickest in my class. But I was close. It was also then that I discovered the freedom that running confers, the freedom of all-out physical effort. Little did I know how much it would direct and shape my life.


A year later, during my first formal race of 400 meters on my middle school track team, I became hooked. Running as fast as my legs could, I was free.


Free from the noise of the outside world.


Free from the insecurities of my inside self.


And there was no turning back. Thirty-eight years later, I’m still running six days per week, still running to free myself from the noise and from the insecurities.


It didn’t take long after becoming a runner to realize the power of the physical being. When I run fast, when I feel fast, it creates a powerful confidence that penetrates everything else I do. I feel on top of the world. Being physically fit influences the way I feel about myself, my outlook on what I can achieve, and who I can be. And the converse is also true—when I’m not fit, when I don’t feel fast, my confidence wavers. My thoughts are not the same. My ideas are not as malleable, not as expansive, not as open to change.


Being a lifelong runner and coach, I often think about training methods. I have even written several books on the subject. I think and research a lot about training the Body, more than anyone I know. Running is all physical, so there’s little else to think about. Other sports have attributes other than the pure physical act. In football, for example, coaches and players spend a lot of time analyzing their opponent’s plays by watching films of games, dissecting each scenario and the teams’ corresponding inclinations. From that analysis, they develop defensive and offensive strategies to win the upcoming game. Running, by contrast, is a lot simpler. While there are strategies involved, especially at the elite level and during longer races, the person who wins is usually the one who is the fastest, at least on that day. And speed and endurance are physical attributes.


And so I spend a lot of time thinking about how runners can get faster. I spend a lot of time thinking about the physical.


But running is not just about getting faster. Not really.


When we recognize that ideas are embodied, and that the Body can change with training, we don’t allow our ideas to become dogmas. Like the scientist who changes his or her ideas through the diligent and consistent testing of hypotheses, ideas can be molded, ideas can be influenced, ideas can be changed by training the Body. We change the Body and we change our thoughts and our ideas and our Minds.


As far back as the ancient Greeks and Romans, humans understood the relationship between the physical and the psychological, between the Body and the Mind. Most people have heard of the famous phrase “a sound Mind in a sound Body,” which was coined by the Roman poet Juvenal when he wrote around the end of the first century AD, “Orandum est ut sit mens sana in corpore sano”—“We should pray for a healthy Mind in a healthy Body.”


Over 2,000 years later, we struggle with the dualism of Mind and Body.


We have lost our way.


We have forgotten that we are animals.


We like to think of ourselves as different from other animals, that we possess special qualities that distinguish us from our pets. But when we think about what is special about us, we must remember that the characteristics that make humans special are built upon a physical, biological foundation that is shared with many other animals.


Somewhere between chasing other animals for food and clicking a mouse to purchase a toaster oven on Amazon.com, we stopped living a physical life. Instead, we are encouraged to work on our inner selves, to practice mindfulness, to meditate, and to get our minds right, whatever “right” means. Social media gives us “Monday motivation” and shouts daily positivity. Law of attraction followers say that our thoughts directly change our lives, that we can manifest what we want from the universe. Parents, teachers, Olympic athletes, and practically everyone else tell us that we can achieve anything that we set our minds to. Many books are written about mindset and how our minds can control everything, from our love lives to cancerous tumor growth. Prominent people tell us to start from our why and look inward to live our best life.


But that’s all wrong. Or, at least, incomplete.


We are physical animals first.


And our physical, animal bodies can change and adapt to different stimuli, causing profound changes to our Brains and affecting our Minds.


All it takes is an increase in the physical demand.


[image: ]


While the writing of Work Out took several months, the central idea behind the words on these pages took many years to develop and manifest, only after spending many years running six days per week, finally arriving at the point that I could satisfactorily articulate and share them. What makes Work Out a revolutionary approach is that it runs counter to what society promulgates. It breaks apart the Mind-Body dualism that places the Mind ahead of the Body, and treats it as the Body-Mind dependence that places the Body ahead of the Mind. I think that is an idea worth spreading.


This book is based on my March 2022 TED talk, How Running Like an Animal Makes Us Human, which was postponed several times due to the COVID-19 pandemic, its threat to our physical health and to our lives serving as yet another reminder of the bodily nature of the human existence.










PART ITHE WORK OUT APPROACH



“Is this a slippery slope?” I asked the doctor in the hallway of the hospital.


We were standing about 10 feet away from my mother’s corner room at the end of the long hallway, the vinyl tile floor feeling hard on my legs after my morning run. Inside the room, my mother lay in the white starch-sheeted bed, in pain from bone cancer, which had metastasized from the breast cancer that had been diagnosed twelve years earlier. She had just returned to the room from an ultrasound that revealed bilateral deep vein thrombosis—blood clots in both of her legs.


“Yes,” the doctor replied, solemnly.


I looked out the hallway window that overlooked the parking lot, the red maple and pitch pine trees off in the distance, to collect my thoughts and emotions.


For the next two weeks, I sat with my twin brother by our mother’s bedside, holding her hands until all was literally said and done. It was the most emotional experience I’ve ever had. What was particularly difficult was to watch my mom’s physical decline and how it affected her Mind and, ultimately, her will to live. When I made the trip from San Diego to New Jersey two weeks earlier, I never thought I would be planning a funeral. I didn’t pack a suit.


In her youth and for many of her adult years, my mom lived a physical life. She was a tough physical education teacher from the Bronx. She competed in the roller derby. She skydived. She played semi-professional softball with her iconic four-fingered glove (she had five fingers like everyone else, but baseball gloves in those days had only four). She raised twin sons as a single mother after our father passed away when we were 8 years old. And she physically cared for her own elderly mother, who was her best friend.


Every day over the final two weeks of my mother’s life, I ran every morning before going to the hospital. Sometimes, I ran in the dark at night after leaving. I ran to find myself and to gain the strength that I needed for my mother. And for myself. Running gives us an enormous amount of strength.


Why? Why does running give us strength?


I have spent nearly four decades working on the answer. I even had to write this whole book to explain it to myself.


Apart from its numerous well-documented health and aesthetic benefits, physical conditioning, whether running, weight training, or something else that enables us to push our physical boundaries, changes us on the inside. It strengthens our belief in ourselves and what we can do. It fills the hole created by insecurity.


This transformation starts with physical conditioning.


This transformation isn’t some pseudo-holistic platitude, with false promises that making bigger biceps makes you confident and successful.


It’s science.


By working on the outside, you can actually alter your physiology, change your Brain chemistry, and change your outlook on life . . . and on yourself.


Many scientific studies have shown that exercise causes profound changes on the inside that positively affect your creativity, your cognition, and your confidence, from the opioids and cannabinoids released in the Brain that cause a perceived euphoria—the “runner’s high”—to the increase in serotonin that makes exercise even more effective than prescription drugs for ameliorating depression, to the formation of new neurons in the Brain that changes the way you think. Cardiovascular exercise, such as running and cycling, has also been shown to mitigate symptoms of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) in children and adults. The changes that exercise causes happen even down to the tiniest of your Body’s cells, where the business of life occurs, and the nucleic acids and bases that create the helical strands of your DNA.


These changes all start by working out.


Workout is a relatively new word in the English language, coming into use around 1894. First used in relation to boxing training, it has come to mean more generally an exercise to test or improve one’s fitness for athletic competition or human performance. Its verb form, work out, is much older, dating back to 1534, and means to bring about by labor and exertion. Thus, to work out is to improve performance by labor and exertion.


When you work out, you create a sound external, which creates a sound internal.


You create a sound Body, which creates a sound Mind.


When you create a sound Body, which creates a sound Mind, you are enabled and empowered to live the life you want, the life you care about, the life you desire.


Your life doesn’t start from the inside. It starts from the outside. Because you are an animal.
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In the couple years prior to running in the 2008 US Olympic Marathon Trials in New York, Jon was training in Kansas City, Missouri, where he was attending law school. He ran 90 to 100 miles per week on a regular basis, one week running more than 120 miles, and ran twice per day nearly every day while juggling classes on legal reasoning and civil procedure and spending countless hours in the law library. His alarm was set for 5:30 a.m. for his morning runs.


When his alarm buzzed, Jon didn’t hit the snooze button like many other people do. Instead, he rolled himself out of bed and fell onto the hardwood floor, a rather atypical ritual to wake himself up and get out the door. “Once I hit the floor, I knew I would get out of bed,” he says matter-of-factly. It was dark and 20 degrees outside.


Jon grew up running. He had been a very good runner in high school, running a mile in 4:19 and 2 miles in 9:42, and then ran in college on two NCAA Division I teams, running 8:25 for 3,000 meters and 14:45 for 5K, which are excellent performances for a runner. After college, he continued to train, and would go on to run a 2:21 marathon along the streets of Chicago, which qualified him for the 2008 US Olympic Marathon Trials.


But he wasn’t a runner anymore.


When I met with Jon, he had just finished meeting with his last client of the day. An attorney in private practice, he and his law firm partner were very busy with clients and managing a staff of nine employees.


Although he was working a lot, things weren’t going as well as Jon had hoped. He wasn’t living up to his expectations. He was struggling. He was stressed. He had gained nearly 60 pounds since his days of running 90 miles per week. His work had become work. The work he used to love to do. The work that once brought him joy, fighting legal battles for his clients, navigating the complex legal system, searching for justice.


As I approached him in the lobby of his Indianapolis office building, he stopped walking toward me and half-smiled, as if he were anxious about our meeting. We took the elevator up nineteen floors and sat in his office to talk, the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the silver skyscrapers of Monument Circle. His laptop computer sat open in the center of his desk, with several stacks of legal documents and a half-finished can of Coca-Cola a few inches away. It was the most comfortable place for Jon, a place where he felt like home. But lately, it had become a place of stress.


“When I’m not in court, I spend all my time in this office,” he said, gesturing to his desk and paperwork. “I should get outside more.”


“How are things going?” I asked deliberately, in hopes of getting more than a casual response.


“I feel anxious when I’m not working,” he confided, “so I’ll work more to relieve my anxiety. When I work, nothing else matters.


“I’m very hard on myself. I feel like I’m always pushing for something, like I did when I was running. But I have no more energy. I’m exhausted every day.”


He paused and looked away for a moment, staring outside the window. The late-day sun casted a metallic orange glow on the skyscrapers.


“Sometimes, I’ll come back to the office at night, or I’ll work on the weekends at home. With all the work I do, I should be moving up the ladder faster. I should be getting bigger clients and making more money. Work is not fun anymore. I feel overwhelmed. I don’t know what to do.


“I remember when I first graduated law school ten years ago, I was so excited. I felt so limitless. I want to feel like that free-spirited athlete again who could conquer the world!”


“Jon,” I said as encouragingly as I could, “every lawyer works. But it takes more than work to be successful. The work does not give you freedom.


“Every human has three parts: Body, Brain, and Mind. When they work together and are equally balanced, life is great and hums along the way life is supposed to. The Body would be strong, resilient, and enduring, the Brain would be buzzing with electrical activity, and the Mind would be analytical, confident, and emotionally intelligent, navigating challenges and figuring out solutions to problems.


“Unfortunately, few people are blessed with such a balance. Body, Brain, and Mind often work in conflict with one another. They all want to be the boss.


“But there can be only one boss, Jon. Only one boss.


“Think of your law firm. The junior associates of the firm don’t just do mindless work. They have a manager—the boss—who strategizes about what’s right for the firm, how to make the associates and the firm successful. The manager directs the associates to do the right work that is aligned with the firm’s mission to get results. That’s what you need to do, Jon, with your own life. And you can do it.”


Jon nodded and half-smiled.


“It’s easy to spend time thinking, worrying, brewing over the stress and let your thoughts control your life,” I said.


“It’s easy to tell someone to meditate or to ask what your why is.


“You think a lion asks himself, ‘What’s my why?’


“For Christ’s sake, no!” I exclaimed. I didn’t wait for Jon to answer.


“The lion is the king of the jungle. He acts like the king because he knows no other way. His Body is the boss. He uses his Body every day to intimidate other animals, chase them for lunch, protect his family, and rule over his kingdom.


“Before you use your amazing Mind, Jon, which is capable of thinking and creating on a much higher level than that of a lion, you must first understand where your Mind’s thoughts come from, how they are assembled inside your Brain, and how your Brain functions inside your Body.”


Jon seemed a bit overwhelmed.


“What does my life have to do with a lion?” he asked. “A lion sleeps, eats, and chases other animals all day. I don’t have the time to do any of that,” he said, sounding frustrated. “I sit at my desk all day and work harder than anyone else. Then, I go home to my wife and kids. But I feel like my life is falling apart.”


“That’s just it, Jon,” I said. “You sit at your desk all day. Your life has become unbalanced. Your Body was never meant to stop running and sit at your desk all day. Because the Body is the boss. Training the Body changes the Brain, which affects the Mind. Training the Body eliminates the conflict between Body, Brain, and Mind, making all three parts work in harmony.


“You’re much more similar to a lion than you think.


“You can find that free-spirited athlete again, Jon, who can conquer the world. All the inspiration and solution you need already reside in you, as they do in every human. You just need to start with your Body.


“Why don’t we take a look at how to live the life you want? It’s time to learn how creating a sound Body creates a sound Mind.”
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