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This book is not intended as a substitute for medical recommendations by your health-care provider. Rather it is intended to offer information to help you cooperate with your choice of health-advancing experts, including alternative health-care providers, to gain optimum health. Please note that it is the expressed concern of the writer that each person take responsibility for his or her health and for any and all advice received when engaging a medical or health specialist.

Resistance Flexibility Training® and The Meridian Flexibility System® are registered service marks. Use of these is prohibited without expressed written permission from the author.
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Part One
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Chapter 1


[image: Image]My Story and Your Genius


Catapulting everything forward

ONE SPRING NIGHT IN 1976, as my friend Pam and I were walking across Boston’s Commonwealth Avenue, a drunk driver in his Lincoln Continental struck us at over forty miles per hour, braking from a estimated speed of over seventy. Knocked unconscious, I was thrown twenty-five feet through the air and deposited across the intersection. My left shoulder had dislocated when I hit the pavement, and my shoulder muscles contracted so intensely that they ripped apart my upper left arm bone. My head was badly bruised, and I slipped in and out of consciousness, aware that Pam was suffering but that I was unable to help her. As I listened to the ambulance siren outside myself, inside my mind I heard these words: “I wish myself and all others to be in life.” The next morning, I woke to the news that Pam had died within minutes after being struck.

Time stopped for me for the next two decades.

This near-death experience had a profound effect on my life. Most people who’ve undergone severe trauma realize afterward that something is definitely missing from their lives—something that they had always taken for granted up until that moment but could not identify or describe. It’s as if you have been catapulted, in spite of yourself, into a spiritual existence but without your body. You are inexplicably stuck outside of yourself, viewing yourself and everything else from above—depersonalized. You are unable to experience your life from within your own body. Because I had been so dramatically hurled out of what was habitual and normal for myself, I had emerged with a unique kind of drive, insight, and opportunity.
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I was never comfortable. I couldn’t find any position that was ever restful or relaxing. I was disconnected from my life, having lost my way. I was unable to attach to anything or anybody. Nothing belonged to me and I’d gladly give away anything I owned. Many, many things just didn’t make sense.



[image: Image]

I spent the year and a half following my accident in the company of doctors. I had pulled most of the muscles in my legs, and I could not raise my left hand higher than my ear. I was deeply depressed. I went to some of the best physical therapists, orthopedic and neuromuscular specialists, sports medicine practitioners, and massage therapists in this country. Surprisingly, stretching was by far the only thing that seemed to offer help.

But I knew that the way everyone was thinking about and practicing stretching was incomplete. They had the right idea, but something really wasn’t working yet. I stretched exactly as I had been instructed, but I still wasn’t becoming much more flexible, and neither were the other people I observed in rehab. My expectations for recovery had not been met.
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I learned from all of them, but I was not healed. I turned to myself to discover how to heal. I had an unquenchable passion and insight for movement. This, my friends told me, was my genius.
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Becoming Untangled

Convinced that stretching was the right idea to heal myself, I went looking for that “secret something” about stretching that I knew had yet to be discovered. I had experimented with stretching, but like most people, I never became nearly as flexible as I wanted to be. I knew there must be some inside secret to stretching and yoga that would allow me to be as flexible as those lucky few who seemed simply to be born that way.

I had been inspired by the story of a man who was fed up with being poor. He decided to sit in a chair and stay there until he came up with an idea that would make him a millionaire. So he sat, and he sat—for days, then weeks. His unswerving determination led him to an unusual and ultimately lucrative discovery—he invented the tennis ball canister that reconditions old and dead tennis balls and brings them back to life. Out of his single-minded resolve, he found a charmingly simple solution …and created the life he desired. I decided to follow his lead to discover something about how muscles stretch that no one knew …yet!

I sat on the floor with my legs scissored wide apart. I knew that if the muscles on the inside and back of my legs stretched, then my torso and head would fold down onto the floor in front of me. I decided to do this every day for an hour, feeling and paying attention to what was happening to the muscles on the back and inside of my legs until I could somehow discover just what my muscles do when they really stretch. Like most people, I had never been even close to getting my head to the floor in front of me. Instead I found myself actually leaning backward in the opposite direction from what I intended!

For years I had tried “breathing into and relaxing” the muscles I was stretching, as taught in traditional stretching, and still the increase in range of motion was negligible. What didn’t I know? Each day I returned to this position, hoping that my close scrutiny would pay off, that I would be able to identify how muscles truly stretch. I can’t remember just how many consecutive days I sat on the floor waiting for some “divine intervention” to enlighten me to this missing wisdom. Miraculously, after only a handful of days, I found the “secret” to stretching that I had been looking for.
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One day, suddenly, something began to happen. Very slowly my body began to bend forward, not in tiny increments but all at once and all the way down to the floor in front of me—something I had tried unsuccessfully to do for more than twenty years. I sat back up and tried to get my torso and head to fold back down to the floor again, but with no luck. I knew that if I could only identify exactly what had happened to my muscles on the inside of my legs that allowed me to be able to bend forward to the floor, I’d then know how to repeat this miracle.

I kept waiting, for what seemed like an eternity, when suddenly my torso and head began to be pulled down to the floor again. This time I caught what was happening to me before it slipped away. I could feel that something unique was happening inside my legs to the muscles that I was stretching, something that I didnt usually feel when I stretched.
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As I paid close attention to the muscles inside of my legs, I felt as if they were not only elongating but also contracting. Impossible, I thought. Muscles contract only while you strengthen them. But no, I could feel the muscles contracting, all right. I knew they were contracting because my legs were squeezing together and pushing down against the floor—the exact opposite movements that people typically make when they are in this position and trying to stretch.

As I returned to an upright position, I decided there was only one way to know if what I had felt—muscles simultaneously contracting and stretching—was true or not. I tried another stretch. I bent my legs under me and sat on my heels, elongating the muscles on the front of my thighs. If my understanding was correct, all I had to do to get these muscles to stretch was to contract them, and then I should be able to lie backward onto the floor. The way to get them to contract was by pushing my lower legs and feet against the floor. So, with an almost Promethean intensity, I began pushing.

Yes! My body started slowly to recline backward as the muscles on the front of my thighs began to stretch more. So … I began pushing harder and harder until I was pushing as hard as I could against the floor with my ankles and lower legs. The harder I pushed, the more my torso moved backward, until I was literally lying flat on my back on the floor. I heard these words inside my head: You have discovered how muscles truly stretch. You must lengthen and contract them at the same time when you stretch.

Counterintuitive, yes, and definitely startling and unbelievable. But I knew this discovery was original, new, and absolutely right. This was a completely new and different way of thinking about how to stretch. Later, I came to call this resistance stretching. Now that I knew how muscles truly stretch, I went looking to find stretches for every muscle in my body. I would squirm on the floor until I found stretches that gave me the greatest leverage for contracting the muscles I wanted to stretch. It was only later that I learned that every one of my stretch movements finished in positions that were classical hatha yoga poses. I had “rediscovered” classical hatha yoga stretches, thousands of years old.

Through continuous self-experimentation, I developed more and more stretches. Within a year and a half, I had discovered sixteen very different types of stretches for all the muscles of my body and with many varieties for each type. I also learned the necessity of stretching the muscles on the opposite side of my body before I could really stretch the muscles I wanted. Why? Simply because these other muscles needed to shorten while the ones I wanted to stretch were lengthening. I then discovered that these other muscles couldn’t shorten sufficiently unless they too were flexible first. I was beginning to learn about being balanced. This was fun.

Then the “crossovers” began. Stretching started to link into affecting other aspects of myself—stretching was crossing over into affecting me physiologically, psychologically, and energetically.

Muscles, Meridians, and Personality Types

By contracting my muscles while stretching, I was continuously surprised by the increases in my flexibility. Because I now knew how to get results, I wanted more success. So I started to stretch much more regularly and intensely. I thought I could get results faster if I stretched for longer periods of time and did more repeats of the same stretch.

One day while stretching the muscles on the outside back of my thighs (my hamstrings), my bladder contracted. I asked a friend why this would happen, and she told me that in traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), the bladder meridian energy channel traverses those muscles. I stretched other specific muscles, and they too matched up with other organs and their meridians.
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My organs were being affected by stretching specific muscles. At first glance, the connections seemedimplausible and strange. But they were hardly new! These specific muscles corresponded to meridian pathways in TCM. The muscles, meridians, and organs matched up exactly.
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My stretching was positively affecting my physiological health. Muscles and Energy linking meridians could be traced back to TCM—another system thousands of years old.

Another day I was stretching the muscles that twist my spine, and I found myself also being affected psychologically. I was becoming more trusting and less paranoid. I decided to see if other people could get the same psychological effects that I was experiencing. I got twenty people together (oh, my trusting friends!) to practice the same stretch for forty-five minutes. To our astonishment, everyone in the room began to behave identically. We began to speak the same, act the same, and use the same words to describe our experiences of that particular stretch. We then selected a different stretch for the next forty-five minutes. And once again, the whole room changed its personality en masse. I had to conclude from this experiment that different stretches could elicit specific ways of being—personalities, if you will. The exercises were calling forth distinct personalities inside each of us.

I wasn’t just having one “eureka” moment. I was having thousands …and so were my friends. These moments of elucidation and discovery continually reinforced my perception that personalities and stretches matched up. The stretches were becoming conjurers calling forth distinct personality types. This ultimately evolved into my theory of the sixteen Genetic Personality Types. I call them The Sixteen Geniuses.
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People with the same behaviors had the same flexibility patterns.People with the same high personality traits had identical muscle flexibilities.People with the same problems had identical muscle inflexibilities. Identical twins had identical muscle flexibilities. I was beginning to see Personality Types.People are born types … life circumstances modify them, but they stay the same Personality Type.
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The Genius Breaks Through

I had learned so much! I had discovered the inside secret to stretching, meridian-muscle group associations, and the powerful ability of stretching to impact personal psychology in very predictable ways. My friends were thrilled with what I was sharing with them. But it wasn’t enough. I still didn’t have my body back. That’s when the best discovery occurred.

I opened a studio in Boston and began conducting research on flexibility. People came to the studio with a wide and curious assortment of requests. It was odd to me how many of the things I had discovered were also insightful and helpful to others. For example, I figured out some new stretches for muscles along my forearms and neck that a fellow stretcher felt really targeted where his tension was housed. After working on these stretches, he told me that his appendix felt better. I didn’t give his observation much thought until a couple of months later, when I was hit with a really bad case of food poisoning that led to appendicitis. I used those stretches to heal my appendix (and I have kept my appendix to this day).

In the years that followed, I found that when I taught people something that was specifically valuable to them, they suddenly shared something that was specifically valuable to me. I was constantly surprised by how nonchalantly people told me the exact thing that I needed to know, at the exact moment I needed to know it. I call this the trade.
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Anytime someone benefited from what I knew, They’d offer some piece of the puzzle that was necessary for my healing. How did they know exactly what I needed to know? I was learning to heal myself through healing others. Intuitively we knew what the other needed.
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I found good information in books and classes, but nowhere could I find what I was now experiencing through my stretching work. What I learned was emerging organically—with real people confronting real problems. Each individual problem became an opportunity to learn many things that no one knew before. People were allowing me to be their guide as I honored their authority to be their own true and unique genius—a spirited, energetic self that had countless incredible gems to teach me.
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I somehow found a way to perceive the real person, if and only if their essence experienced me listening to them. I learned to listen to the voice behind the words. The real person inside of everyone kept telling me exactly what I needed to know. If I argued, disconnected, dissociated, or otherwise diminished the value in what they were telling me, then they would stop speaking to me. I was looking not at the outside person, but at the inside person—at their Genius. Their Genius was healing me. Others’ Geniuses will heal you also.
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People were teaching me not only subtle ways to make my stretching better but also new ways to relate, interact, and communicate. What was alien and unusual for me was as ordinary as dirt for them. I was learning how to be more fully human, to connect with parts of myself I hadn’t even known existed. Things that would have been “a stretch” for me to do in the past became not just possible but surprisingly second nature. I also realized how stretching could be used positively to affect a person’s past injuries, current challenges, and future aspirations.

People became translucent. It didn’t matter who they were or what kind of shape they were in physically, spiritually, emotionally, or psychologically. The more I truly listened to them, soaking in much more than just their words—but their very spirit—the more everything came alive.
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Twenty-five years after my accident, I had finally returned home from my Near-Death Experience. I was learning what I didn’t even know I needed to know. And I learned to trade that to others for what I needed to know. Their Genius was who I was looking for.People are unbelievable. It was just the beginning.
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California Dreaming

After ten years of stretching with many incredible people in Boston, I realized I needed to catch up on my life and pursue some projects I had put on the back burner for too long. In 2000, I moved to San Jose, along with Tom Longo, my training partner at the Boston studio. There I planned to finish writing my stretching book, produce my videos, and complete a research project.

One afternoon, Tom asked me to analyze a certified Pilates instructor and advanced ashtanga yoga teacher. I worked with her, identifying which muscles were the source of her chronic pain and showing her how instantly to remove her inflexibilities in those areas. Unbeknownst to me, Olympic swimmer Dara Torres, also at the gym that day for a private Pilates session, was watching us intently from the side-lines—incredulous and amazed at the results we were having. Tom and I showed Dara and her coach how resistance stretching could make her immediately more flexible. She felt surprisingly stronger as a result.

After only five one-hour sessions, Dara went to a meet and set an American record in the freestyle! In spite of her coach’s wariness, we continued to stretch Dara in preparation for competition. I stretched her for only thirty-five minutes on the following Friday, and then we stretched her for fifteen minutes before and after each race, twice in the morning and twice in the afternoon on Saturday and Sunday. At that meet she set another American record in the freestyle and won every event in which she swam—every event at her personal lifetime best times! That same evening we agreed to train her daily for the Olympics.

Dara went on to win two gold and three bronze medals at the 2000 Summer Olympics in Australia. According to Jill Lieber of USA Today, I had significantly helped Dara become the “Golden Girl of the Summer Games.” Dara still tells everyone that flexibility training was her “secret weapon”! When the producers of Good Morning America approached her to appear on their “Personal Best” series, and bring with her all the equipment she had used to train herself to win, she said, “You don’t need equipment. You need to talk to Bob Cooley!”

Lisa Sharkey, producer for Good Morning America then invited me on the show along with Dara to present the revolutionary resistance stretching to America for the first time. At the last minute, the show was relocated to a rooftop overlooking the nation’s capital. (It was the day before the inauguration.) Only two one-minute segments were shown (not the four-minute sequence we had rehearsed). However, this was more than enough time to get people’s attention! The Meridian Stretching Web page (www.MeridianStretching.com) received 4,500 e-mails in two days. Good Morning America invited Dara and me to appear on the show again the following week. A chat line was set up for the second show. Within fifteen minutes, more than 1,000 phone calls flooded their lines. What was supposed to last twenty minutes had to be stopped after forty-five minutes. Never before did ABC have to close its chat lines due to the overwhelming volume.




“I had a lot of specialists helping me in my Olympic quest, and I stretched on my own, but nothing seemed to help until I met Bob Cooley. Without the flexibility training that Bob developed for me, I could have never accomplished the five Olympic medals I had won in Sydney…. I know that Bob’s program single-handedly developed me psychologically in very specific ways. With this mental edge, I felt personally unbelievable. There was no part of me that wasn’t improved…. What he has figured out about stretching no one knows yet. The world will give Bob the gold.”

—Dara Torres, Olympic gold medalist at age thirty-four





The Meridian Stretching Center Web page received more than 10,000 e-mails and more than 450 phone calls within three days! Over the next year, articles appeared in Sports Illustrated, Self, Newsweek, Outside, Elle, Oxygen, Ladies’ Home Journal, and others. We had gone public with what I had discovered. We were totally unprepared for the response. People were clamoring to learn what stretching could accomplish for them in their lives. They had clearly been waiting for this for a long time. And they were responding in droves.

The Need for More Strength and the Best Nutrition

Then, in the fall of 2002, I finally said yes to Chris Maher, an ex�Navy SEAL who had tried for six months to get me to agree to train him. After Dara’s Olympic wins, I had been determined to focus on my book and not be enticed away by another athlete. He persisted, so I finally agreed to see him for a weekend of training at my house—six to eight hours per day of stretching for four days.

That was enough to get us both hooked. I couldn’t resist the opportunity to demonstrate in a highly visible way the radical effect of flexibility training on the performance level and personal development of other elite athletes. Chris introduced me to Nic Bartollota, an aspiring college diver, and then to Eli Fairfield, Sean Scott, and several other professional beach volleyball partners and strength trainers. Young swimmers, gymnasts, a professional football kicker, a baseball pitcher, a marathon runner, a tennis player, a golfer, a windsurfer, a basketball player, college divers, water polo players, figure skaters, and other Olympic hopefuls chased me down to train them. Then Allan Houston, Jayson Werth, and other professional athletes came for rehabilitation and training. Sometimes we created a complete flexibility workout for an entire athletic team.

My home on the mountaintop above San Jose on weekends looked like a professional training camp for the elite athlete or a rehabilitation center for the severely injured. I also spent that year traveling all over the country, helping many athletes as well as some severely injured people, all of whom still practice resistance flexibility training daily. This was all very exciting but exhausting.
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The Olympics is about ageless dreams. Every second counts … needing to develop yourself at lightning speeds. A focused intensity that collapses time and creates champions. Regular people doing extraordinary things. Proving to everyone that they too can accomplish miracles. Severely injured people clinging to a hope tocome back to life better than when they left. Intensely practicing whatever worked so that they couldbegin again to do even simple normal activities. With discipline and dedication that rival the mysticsthey transform and inspire everyone in their path.
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But both the athletes and the very injured people pushed the envelope of my stretching knowledge. Every day they asked me to teach them more than I knew. The biggest shock came when Markus Riggleman and Steve Sierra, both certified weight and fitness trainers, pointed out that though everyone was getting incredible flexibility gains, their strength was not keeping up. Though it took a while before we listened to them, we slowly began to reverse the stretching movements to create strengthening exercises using the same muscle groups. Great! Soon all the stretches were also being used for resistance strength training.

Adding strength training also stabilized everyone’s flexibility results. They kept the results longer and their flexibility became permanent.

All people who stretch, within months, quickly begin to will themselves toward the best diet possible. Their stiffness is gone and now the excess fat must go too. They start asking where they can get organic food. That means only certified organic nutrient-rich foods and wild-harvested bioavailable supplements. After eating organic food, then they want organic clothing, sheets, towels, blankets, cleaning products, and even furnishings. Everything was becoming organic.

The Genius of Flexibility

After my accident, I felt that it was totally unacceptable to have limited movement. I was completely devastated. I was extremely depressed and felt very alone and far away from everyone, including myself. I made discoveries that brought me back, way beyond just a simple physical recovery. Stretching literally transported me back into life. It gave me a stronger body than the one I had before my accident. It picked me up and repositioned me into a far better place than where I’d ever been. My perseverance in finding a solution turned my problems into gifts. My friend Bruce told me, “The scale of the trauma determined the magnitude of the gift.”

Who would imagine that your particular problems could be the very guides to your success? That your problems literally light the way, like lampposts along a walk-way, and that without this light you wouldn’t be able to find your unique way. All the people I’ve met who are unbelievably successful also used their unique personal problems to develop themselves more fully, to repair and reinvent themselves, to become much more accomplished, vibrant, and alive. My car collision foreshadowed how I would find myself colliding apparent disparate databases together, like western physical therapy, traditional Chinese medicine, and psychology, and only those ideas that survived the collision would prove to be true.

Stretching makes you smile at the person who stares back at you in the mirror. It makes you curious about others. It allows you to poke fun at your ignorance and foibles. It leads you to new levels of emotional maturity, encouraging you to confide your deepest personal thoughts with the right people … without shame or judgment. It gives you the confidence to ask the questions you are most afraid to ask. It shows you how to be flexible all day—with yourself and with others.
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And how long will it be before you admit your genius to yourself?Learning how to stretch exactly the way you need to, and in no other way, connects you to your genius. Catapult yourself forward. Awaken the slumbering genius inside. You are one in a zillion. I believe in you.
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I’d like you to try resistance stretching and experience immediate, cumulative, and permanent increases in your flexibility—and the accompanying physiological and psychological benefits. In this book I share with you what I have learned over two decades. I share with you what I’ve taught thousands of people about a new way to stretch that can significantly improve your body and your life. People who try resistance stretching are astounded with the results. They can’t stop talking about it. They’re eager to keep going, learn more, and get better results. The system I developed is a whole new way of knowing, enhancing, and enjoying your body. A lot is implied in the notion of stretching—reaching, striving, aspiring, lengthening, extending, evolving, in other words, being more, surpassing the past in order to experience a healthy, more exceptional life.

For more than a decade, the techniques that I developed have helped thousands of people to create bodies they never dreamed of having, with physiological and psychological health benefits they wouldn’t have thought were connected to improvements in their flexibility. This system has been usertested by thousands of friends, associates, students, and clients. These stretches have proved to be invaluable to ordinary people just getting started in a fitness regimen as well as to Olympic athletes who have utilized these stretches for their flexibility and strength-training programs at their competitions.

The Meridian Flexibility System presented in this book only begins with stretching and strengthening your body. People usually start stretching to fix physical problems, but they keep stretching because of the predictable emotional, psychological, and spiritual upgrades they know they can acquire from resistance stretching.




“After three months of working in the Meridian Flexibility System, I was feeling unbelievably strong, fit, and balanced. I do not think that I could have made my fourth Olympic team without Bob’s help. Thank you, Bob, for allowing me to feel and perform better than I ever thought possible.”

—Eric Flaim, four-time Olympic speed skater





The vast majority of people who try resistance stretching are not just looking for something different. They are looking for something that really works to eliminate their limitations and pain … not just for a few hours, but for a lifetime. Here’s what people are saying about resistance stretching:
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“Something the world hasn’t yet seen. Entirely new ideas and discoveries about flexibility. Raises the quality of your life—and stretches your reality. Not just extraordinary changes, but extraordinary rates of change. Gives me another chance, and then another, and another … I look for everyone’s genius now. It makes so much sense—it works—the key to being flexible. Feeling light.”
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Stretching teaches you that your body and your life reflect each other. Please join me as I share what I have discovered that will help you to make vast improvements in first your physical life and then your life. What you thought and felt about stretching will change forever. Many people call what I have discovered “the new way to stretch.”


Chapter 2


[image: Image]The Inside Secret to Stretching


The discovery that will change the way you stretch forever

WHY AREN’T PEOPLE AS FLEXIBLE AS THEY WANT TO BE? Is it that a handful of fortunate people are simply born flexible, while most of us are doomed to live the life of the Tin Man from The Wizard of Oz—perpetually tight, stiff, creaky, and getting worse with age? What is that secret something flexible people just naturally do when they stretch, that special knowledge that’s so obvious to them yet remains a mystery to the rest of us? What’s happening inside of them that is somehow not happening inside most of us?

Give Me Ten Minutes!

Give me just ten minutes. That’s all I need to show you that you can be more flexible than you ever imagined. What I am about to teach you is not something you already know. It is something completely new, something that you’ve never been told before.

Trying something new isn’t always easy. You may feel uncertain and doubtful or think that you already know what I’m about to tell you. But if you hang in there for only ten minutes, I’m confident that you will realize that what I’ve discovered is truly transforming. I know that after you see how much more flexible you become after trying only a few simple stretches, you are going to say, “Ahhh, that’s unbelievable. A new, organic way to stretch.”

Discovery exercise 1: hamstring stretch

Benefits of this stretch

Stretches the muscles on the back of your hip, thigh, lower leg, ankle, and foot.

Getting into this stretch

Lie on your back and bring your right thigh toward your chest. Then bend your right knee so that your right heel is near the back of your right hip. Your left leg can be either straight or bent.

Resisting: how to create a great stretch without pain

Grab hold of your right foot with both hands. Contract the muscles on the back of your thigh (your hamstrings) so that your heel pulls toward the back of your hips. Keep contracting your hamstrings, but simultaneously use your hands to pull your heel upward, unbending your knee and straightening out your lower leg as you lengthen your hamstrings. You are lengthening but also contracting your hamstrings at the same time. Yes, you can contract and lengthen a muscle at the same time! And yes, you must maximally contract to discover your true flexibility range. Return to the starting position and do 6-10 reps. Now change to the left leg and do the same stretch. Stand up and check out your flexibility after the complete set.

What you discover

Did you discover that you are more flexible? Most people do. Why? Because you traditionally only lengthen a muscle to try to stretch it. But this time you lengthened and contracted your hamstring to stretch. You’ve probably never done this before. It’s called resistance stretching.
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The Secret Your Body Already Knows

Contracting while lengthening a muscle at the same time may seem contradictory. But in fact your body does this all the time—unconsciously and naturally. Isn’t that what you do when you wake up in the morning? Don’t you reach up over your head, elongating the muscles in your torso, shoulders, and arms, and then contract them at a certain point? It’s natural to resist when you stretch. (And it feels good, too!)

Have you ever watched a cat get up after her nap? She reaches forward with her paws, arches her back, then pulls backward and contracts the same muscles she was trying to elongate by reaching forward. Animals instinctively understand the need to contract muscles when stretching. And they do it so well. Let’s be as flexible as cats!

Resistance stretching is contracting and lengthening a muscle at the same time, something you were never told to do. You also must maximally contract while lengthening to see your true range of flexibility. This is the secret to real stretching and permanent changes in flexibility.

You know that in strength training you contract a muscle while shortening it simultaneously. But could you have guessed that in stretching you also need to contract a muscle while lengthening it at the same time? The harder you contract a muscle when stretching—by pushing or squeezing some part of your body against the floor, a wall, yourself, or someone else—the more your flexibility will improve. It may surprise you to learn that your muscles need to contract in both strength training and in stretching. And that it takes twice the force to stretch a muscle than to strengthen it!

Get Immediate Results

All right, now let’s really go somewhere with stretching! Let’s use resistance stretching for your lower body involving the muscles on the front of your thighs (your quads) and then for your upper body involving muscles on the back of your shoulders (your trapezius). You’ll also learn how you can change each stretch into a strengthening exercise for the same muscles.

Remember: In resistance stretching, you always start in a position where the muscles you want to stretch are shortened as much as possible. And then to stretch these muscles, you contract and lengthen them at the same time by moving some part of your body. The process of contracting and lengthening a muscle at the same time causes those muscles to stretch in a new and powerful way.

Once you see how the resistance stretching technique works, you’ll discover that you can become as flexible as you wish anywhere in your body. I’ll show you how to choose the stretches for the parts of your body you want to make more flexible. You’ll do several reps of the chosen stretches, noticing a remarkable increase in flexibility after each stretch. It’s fun to have other people watch you while you do these stretches. They can observe how much more flexible you look, while you can observe how much more flexible you feel.

You pull yourself together when you use resistance stretching, instead of yanking yourself apart as you do in traditional stretching.

Discovery exercise 2: front of thigh stretch at wall

Benefits of this stretch

Stretches the muscles along the front of your hip, thigh, lower leg, ankle, and foot.

Getting into this stretch

Kneel on all fours with the walldirectly behind you. Bend yourleft knee and bring your leftleg up against the wall, restingthe top of your foot against thewall (you can use a towel orsmall pillow to protect yourfoot). Step up onto your rightfoot, lunge deeply forward, and slant your torso slightlyforward.
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