Exercise for Old-Timers

By Ralph Edgarton Hernandez

The Problem

Just about every book about health or wellbeing will recommend physical exercise as a way of making our life better.  What they do not tell you is that actually doing the exercise is easier said than done.  For most people, starting around age 30, exercise is one of those things everyone would like to do more, but for one reason or another they do not.  This is the age most professional athletes start to feel old.  Therefore, even a 30-year-old is an old-timer in terms of exercise and fitness.

Typically, a person joins a gym around the beginning of the year and then makes an honest attempt to go regularly and put in a good effort.  Lifting weights, running, or working on some machine usually leads to agony, boredom, tiredness, and soreness.  Especially as a person gets older, it seems that gains are harder and harder to come by.  A person may work out three or four times a week on a regular basis and after several months become dismayed to discover that any gains were minimal or nonexistent.

The local trainer or instructor at the fitness facility will then point out that either the intensity of the workout was insufficient or there were nutritional issues that were overlooked.  Once you raise the intensity level of the exercise you run a higher risk of injury.  We all know that the old bones can’t take the pounding, and the extra calories just seem to settle around the middle.  If we try too hard at the gym, we just get hurt and we end up taking time off for injuries, and if we don’t try hard enough, we fail to improve or even regress.  

Now, there is a small percentage of people who do make gains, carefully balancing their intensity and workload in the gym with good eating, but these are mostly those who have been fairly fit for years, so their learning curve is minimal.  Some resort to steroids or growth hormones and do make progress, but I won’t recommend this route.  Even these people will admit that the struggle to keep fit gets harder every year.

We have all heard the saying “no pain no gain.”  As a result, we push ourselves to run that extra lap, or lift that extra weight.  We struggle, agonize, and sweat; and for what?  Why do we exercise?  Think about it, why do we put ourselves through all the misery and pain?  Here are some typical responses as to why we exercise:

1.
“I exercise because I want to lose weight.” What you really mean is, “I’m too damn fat.”

2.
“I exercise so that I can feel better.”  What you are really mean is, “I feel terrible.”

3.
“I exercise because I want to be stronger.”  What you really mean is, “I’m weak and decrepit.”

4.
“I exercise so I can look better.”  What you really mean is, “I look like hell.”

So sure enough, most of us do make an effort to stay active, but the road to fitness is not an easy one.  Many folks try for years, but eventually get discouraged and quit.  Some will exercise off and on, going though yoyo cycles of fitness and activity.  Many say “to hell with it” and simply adopt a sedentary lifestyle, leaving their wellbeing to chance.  Others simply accept the “fact” that we slow down as we age, and deterioration is part of the aging process.  We believe that part of getting old is to accept that we are no longer fit.  As we age, our memory fails, our body deteriorates, our senses stagnate, and or emotions dim.  This is what we believe.  This is what we get.

We look in the mirror and are not proud of what we see.  We would like to see ourselves as being fit and trim, but instead a tired old body stands before us.  That tired old body “motivates” us to exercise or better said, it scares us into exercising.  We find we are not exercising to enhance our selves, but instead we exercise to chase off the demons of old age and deterioration.  We expect pain when we exercise and we get it.  We expect agony when we exercise and we get it.  We expect failure when we exercise and we get it.  We are powerful beings; we get what we ask for.

The Realization

In reality, the natural state of man is to be healthy.  There are no diseases that are caused by age alone.  We as humans have all the capability to live healthy and fit lives all the way to the end.

In the animal world most animals live 98% of their lives fit and healthy and show no signs of deterioration until the very end.  An old deer is as fit and healthy as a young deer and can only be distinguished by having an extra antler or two.  An old cat might just have an extra gray whisker.  An old tree is just bigger than a young tree.  Animals and plants don’t spend their time worrying about how old they are or how fit they look.  We seem to think that as humans we are separate from Nature, so we don’t stay healthy the way animals and plants do.  Man though, is without a doubt part of Nature, and the same rules of Nature apply.

Now, we do age and deteriorate, but this is primarily due to the erroneous belief structures of our society.  Many people fervently believe that with age comes a steady deterioration of mind and body.  After age 18 it is a slow steady decline until we ultimately succumb to some disease of old age.  The media promote these beliefs by glamorizing products and youth in the marketplace.  The cosmetics industry wants us all to strive to appear twenty for their own reasons.  Now, I am not saying that we do not get older with time, but I am saying that as humans we do not have to “age” in any negative way.  

Our minds are very powerful and if we hold these powerful beliefs that we deteriorate with age, then we will.  If we believe that exercise is agonizing, then it will be.  

We should strive to be healthy every day of our life.  The body does often wear out, yet this is not because of age, but lack of fitness and use.  In our modern society, we surround ourselves with creature comforts and generally lead a sedentary lifestyle.  We work such long hours that few of us can find time to exercise regularly.  Our ancestors often walked or ran for miles on a daily basis, while we ride to work or sit all day.  There are millions of people who have not done one lick of exercise since they were teenagers; no wonder it seems that it’s all downhill from there.

I am not suggesting that we should deny that we get older because that would be akin to denying our natural existence as being part of the human race.  Humans do grow old and we all will eventually die.  Humans though, don’t spend their entire lives in kindergarten and few would want to.  Likewise we shouldn’t strive to be in our twenties our entire lives either.  We should strive to be as healthy and fit as possible whatever age we are.

With exercise, we are doomed to failure in terms of progress if we believe that we inherently deteriorate with age.  With age we grow older.  Once we subconsciously convince ourselves of something then we follow that current.  The trick is to accept that our natural state as humans is to be fit and healthy, and that exercise is a vital part of keeping ourselves in that mode.

The Solution

Exercise is an excellent way to keep ourselves fit and healthy, but it is only effective if we do it with the right mental attitude and belief structure.  If exercise is done with the intention of keeping away the negatives, then it will surely fail.  If we exercise to avoid illness, obesity, ugliness, or nervousness, then our workouts will surely be agonizing, painful and injury-laden.  Instead, we should exercise with an attitude of invigorating our muscles with our inherent vitality.  We should strive to feel our muscles contract with natural grace and feed our bodies with the dignity that they deserve.  Try this exercise:

1.
Get yourself a dumbbell (if you don’t have a dumbbell, even a can of beans will do).  Five pounds is fine, but if you are strong, it can be bigger.

2.
Perform an arm-curl motion slowly and while you are doing it, look at your bicep and say to yourself, “Feel the nourishing blood invigorating my muscle, providing growth and strength.”

3.
Do another repetition saying, “Feel the life energy flowing into these muscles as I contract them.”

4.
Do about 10 repetitions alternating between these two sayings.

If you like to run or jog, try to feel the invigorating blood flowing through your muscles with every step.  If you swim, try to feel the life energy flowing through your muscles with every stroke.  Regardless of what type of exercise you do, think about how it feels invigorating the muscles.  Avoid thoughts of agony, drudgery, pain, or soreness.  If you do feel uncomfortable then slow down.  Exercise to invigorate the body and restore it to its natural grace.  Make a point of feeling the blood flow through the muscles as you move.

You do not have to exercise long or hard.  Ten minutes is quite enough.  If you are a beginner, then start slow; every day you will improve.  Do not exercise with the intention of slimming down, becoming young, firming flabby parts, or chasing off illness.  Doing so will sabotage your gains, as you will be operating under a framework of fear or dread.  Exercise with the intentions of growth, strength, and forward progress.

If you exercise with the right intention, your muscles will grow, your stamina will increase, your agility will return.  Muscle soreness will be minimal or nonexistent.  You will quickly become more fit and all the negative aspects of your body will gradually disappear.  Feel yourself becoming the person that you desire to be, not the one you dread.

