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A LITTLE BANGED UP 

I
n the Academy Award nominated movie 

“Seabiscuit” the phrase “You don’t throw away a 

whole life just because he’s banged up a little” 

initially refers to a horse no one wanted. Seabiscuit 

was a feisty, hard to handle, undersized and 

overlooked thoroughbred race horse with a 

temper—a horse with an attitude—a horse who 

only seemed to eat and sleep too much. No owner 

wanted to risk investing in such a horse. 

 The movie tells us about Tom Smith, a trainer 

who specialized in rehabilitating injured and 

abused horses who was hired to work for Charles 

Howard, played by Jeff Bridges, who was beginning 

to acquire a stable of racehorses. 

Tom Smith sees potential in Seabiscuit and even 

though “Seabiscuit” has many weaknesses and 

many negatives Smith convinces Charles Howard 
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to buy him, as Smith had assured the owner, “You 

don’t throw away a whole life just because he’s banged 

up a little.” 

They didn’t throw away Seabiscuit, and this 

horse eventually proved those who believed in him 

right, as he captured the attention of the American 

public in a way that few racehorses have. Seabiscuit 

was named American Horse of the Year in 1938. 

Laura Hillenbrand begins her best-selling book 

“Seabiscuit”—the book that was followed by the 

movie of the same name—describing the enormous 

interest and following that Seabiscuit inspired:  

“In 1938, near the end of a decade of monumental 

turmoil, the year’s number-one newsmaker was not 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Hitler or Mussolini. It 

wasn’t Pope Pius XI, nor was it Lou Gehrig, Howard 

Hughes or Clark Gable. The subject of most newspaper 

column inches in 1938 wasn’t even a person. It was an 

undersized, crooked-leg racehorse named Seabiscuit.” 

by Greg Albrecht

  Seabiscuit winning the Santa Anita Handicap 1940



eye, scrapper of a man named Red Pollard—after all, 

“You don’t throw away a life just because they’re 

banged up a little.” 

Seabiscuit is a story about three men and a 

horse—all of whom are banged up, all a little worse 

for wear.  

Here’s how Laura Hillenbrand describes 

Seabiscuit in her book: 

“The horse was a train wreck. He paced his stall 

incessantly. He broke into a lather at the sight of a 

saddle. He was two hundred pounds overweight and 

chronically tired. Seabiscuit didn’t run, he rampaged. 

When the rider asked him for speed, the horse slowed 

down. When he tried to rein him in, the horse bolted. 

Asked to go left, he’d dodge right; tugged right, he’d 

dart left.” 

JESUS CAME FOR ALL WHO ARE  

“A LITTLE BANGED UP” 

Jesus came down out of heaven—he came to be one 

of us, for us. He came to redeem us, to rescue us, to 

reconcile us. He came to the downtrodden and the 

rejected, the marginalized and the forgotten—the 

lost and the least. Jesus came for us all, and we are all 

a little banged up.  
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THREE MEN & A HORSE 

In both the book and the movie “Seabiscuit,” three 

men and a horse are all a little banged up.  

The rich owner Charles Howard had not been 

born into wealth—he started working in a bicycle 

shop. Then he became interested in cars, and started 

his own business, which eventually grew into one 

of the largest car dealerships in California.  

But his success story ended when he lost his son 

in a tragic accident—Howard was struggling to move 

on with his life, despite his overwhelming grief.  

The trainer Tom Smith was banged up. He was a 

non-conformist who did not do things like horse 

trainers did in those days. Tom Smith saw every 

horse as having potential of some kind, regardless of 

how banged up that horse was. Given his 

unorthodox methods and views, Tom Smith was 

definitely different and was rejected and considered 

inferior to other trainers.  

The jockey, Red Pollard, played in the movie by 

Tobey Maguire, was also a person with a checkered 

past. As a child Red was abandoned by his parents, 

who left him with a horse trainer at a race track. 

Red had to scrap his way through life—making 

money through illegal boxing matches, one of 

which left him blind in 

one eye.  

Red didn’t have many 

friends—he was an angry 

man who had been 

abandoned and he 

frequently got into fights. 

Before he was chosen as 

Seabiscuit’s jockey Red 

was far from successful as 

a jockey—before he joined 

forces with Seabiscuit, 

Red had one of the lowest 

winning percentages of 

any of his fellow jockeys.  

But, when Charles 

Howard—the owner—and 

Tom Smith, the trainer, 

were looking for a jockey 

to ride Seabiscuit they 

saw the same kind of 

potential in this little 

regarded, blind-in-one 

  Seabiscuit with owner Charles Howard



But the good news of the gospel is that Jesus came 

to this world to become one of us. Why? Because 

God doesn’t just throw us away, even when we’re a 

little banged up.  

The gospel is not a call to all those who are the 

hardest workers, who build the best character, who 

can perform mighty religious deeds and make God 

proud. The gospel 

insists that no 

human is righteous 

by virtue of their 

efforts and works. No 

one qualifies 

themselves—no one 

can win any spiritual 

race apart from the 

help and grace of God.  

You may feel that there are so many others who 

are spiritual giants—so many others who seem like 

they have God in their hip pocket.  

We are all a little banged up, but we are all equally 

loved and welcomed by our gracious heavenly 

Father.  

As far as God in Christ is concerned, no one is 

outside of his grace. No one is a throwaway. No one 

is beyond hope.  

You may feel like a train wreck.  �

You may feel or be way overweight.  �

You may be chronically tired. �

Perhaps all you want to do is eat and sleep.  �

You may have a 

history of doing all 

the wrong things—

when God wanted 

you to go right, you 

went left, and when 

he wanted you to go 

left, you insisted on 

going in precisely 

the opposite direction.  

Perhaps there have been many times in your life 

that can be best described as times when God would 

have wanted you to run, but you stopped. And 

perhaps there were many times in your life—perhaps 

right now—when it seemed God wanted you to stop, 

but you insisted on running away.  

As far as God in Christ is 
concerned, no one is outside of his 

grace. No one is a throwaway.  
No one is beyond hope.

Seabiscuit statue by 

American sculptor 

Hughlette ("Tex") 

Wheeler at Santa Anita 

Park racetrack. Lily 

Okuru, a Japanese 

American woman who 

lived on the track site 

when it was used as a 

War Relocation Camp, 

poses with the statue 

in 1942.
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A THEOLOGY OF THE CROSS VERSUS 

A THEOLOGY OF HUMAN GLORY 

Much of what passes for Christianity today is to 

blame for perpetuating the heretical idea that 

the roadmap that leads to God’s love and 

acceptance is human performance and 

achievement. In contemporary North American 

Christendom, self-help, performance and 

earning God’s favor are the order of the day. 

So much of the evangelical message within 

contemporary North American Christendom 

amounts to a can-do, self-help message about 

the American Dream with just a little Jesus 

sprinkled on top.  

The theology of glory is all about human 

efforts to improve, perform and perfect. The 

theology of glory suggests that God’s interest in 

us, approval of us and love for us are predicated 

on our actions. The more we do for God, the 

more he will do for us, says the theology of 

glory. But the gospel is something altogether 

different. It is, as Martin Luther coined the term, 

the theology of the cross. The theology of glory 

emphasizes human efforts, self-will and the 

power of reason to gain God’s love and 

acceptance. 

The theology of the cross sees the Cross of 

Christ as the center, core and crux of what it 

means to be a Christ-follower. To the 

Philippians, Paul says “I can do all things 

through him who gives the strength” 

(Philippians 4:13). Paul tells the Romans “… we 

are more than conquerors through him who 

loved us” (Romans 8:37).  

Who we are, what we have done, and the 

capabilities we bring to the table—indeed his 

Table—are of no consequence to the love God 

provides by his matchless grace. Jesus came to 

this world—and he still comes to the hearts and 

lives of Christ-followers who are a little worse 

for wear, a little long in the tooth, who feel like 

they are ready for the glue factory.  
But the good news is that God doesn’t just 

throw us away because we’re a little banged up. �   

Greg Albrecht is President of Plain Truth 

Ministries.

“The theology of the cross directs us away from all 

attempts to speculate about God... The theology of the 

cross directs us to God in human flesh, God on the cross, 

God raised from the dead. To all the modern questions 

about what truth might be and what kind of claim truth 

might have on us, the God who is revealed in crib, cross, 

and crypt seizes us anew as we present him to those who 

have lost their way.... 

“The theology of the cross also shows us how God 

restores the true identity of those whom he has called to 

be his children. ...the cross leads us from our old life being 

crucified with Christ into a new life which is raised with 

him.”  

— Robert Kolb, “What is the theology of the Cross,” Core 

Christianity 

 

“The cross as a balance, as a 

lever. A going down, the 

condition of a rising up. Heaven 

coming down to earth raises 

earth to heaven. A lever...  

“When the whole universe 

weighs upon us there is no 

other counterweight possible 

but God himself–the true God, 

for in this case false gods 

cannot do anything, not even 

under the name of the true one. Evil is infinite in the sense 

of being indefinite: matter, space, time. Nothing can 

overcome this kind of infinity except the true infinity. That is 

why on the balance of the cross a body which was frail and 

light but which was God, lifted up the whole world. ‘Give 

me a point of leverage and I will lift up the world.’ 

“This point of leverage is the cross. There can be no 

other. It has to be at the intersection of the world and that 

which is not the world. The cross is this intersection.” 

— Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace, 1947.  

“Theology of the Cross”

“A theologian of glory 

calls evil good and good 

evil. A theologian of the 

cross calls the thing what 

it is.” 

— Martin Luther,  

Heidelberg Disputation, 1581.

Martin Luther

Simone Weil



6                                                                                                                                                       CWRm

J
esus shows that children can teach the rest of us 

how to adopt a “beginner’s mind.”  

    Jesus calls us to exactly what Zen masters call 

their students. I once stayed in a Zen monastery in 

Japan. The master was calling monks who had been 

there for years to have what they named “beginner’s 

mind.”  

Similarly, one of Jesus’ favorite examples is a 

child. Every time the disciples are tempted to get 

into their heads, into their religious smugness, or to 

settle the dust before they’ve learned its lessons, 

Jesus brings a child in front of them.1 

In Matthew 18:3, and I’m paraphrasing, Jesus says, 

“I’m telling you once and for all, if you do not go 

back to square one and start over like a child, you 

will never be able to see the new reality.”  

In other places, similar advice follows on the 

disciples’ rather heady discussion around divorce. It 

is at that point Jesus brings out a child (Mark 10:15). 

Another time the disciples are discussing the 

possibility of celibacy. Their conversation is only on 

the theoretical level, and Jesus brings a little child 

out (Matthew 19:14).  

Notice when Jesus counsels the beginner’s mind. 

Every time he welcomes little children, it’s when 

the disciples are discussing topics that to this day 

lend themselves to heady, ideological discussions. 

One group can come down as right and the other 

group can come down as wrong.  

Basically, Jesus says it’s a waste of time. He’s telling 

them, “You’re not seeking truth; you’re seeking to be in 

control.” 2 

Jesus says the only people who can recognize and 

be ready for what he’s talking about are the ones 

who come with the mind and heart of a child. It’s 

the same reality as the beginner’s mind. The older 

we get, the more we’ve been betrayed and hurt and 

disappointed, the more barriers we put up to the 

beginner’s mind. We move further away from the 

immediate delight and curiosity of small children. 

We must never presume that we see, and we must 

always be ready to see anew. But it’s so hard to go 

back, to be vulnerable, and to say to our soul that “I 

don’t know anything.” 

Try to say that: “I don’t know anything.”  

We used to call it tabula rasa in Latin. Maybe we 

could think of ourselves as an erased blackboard, 

ready to be written on. By and large, what blocks 

spiritual teaching is the assumption that we already 

know, or that we don’t need to know. We have to 

pray for the grace of a beginner’s mind. We need to 

say with the blind man, “I want to see” (Mark 10:51). 

Spirituality is about seeing. It’s not about earning 

or achieving. It’s about relationship rather than 

results or requirements. Once we see, the rest 

follows. We don’t need to push the river, because 

we’re in it. The life is lived within us, and we learn 

how to say yes to that life.3 

Notes 

1. Adapted from Richard Rohr, Everything Belongs: The 

Gift of Contemplative Prayer, rev. ed. (New York: 

Crossroad, 1999, 2003), 32–33. UBP. 

2. Adapted from Richard Rohr, Beginner’s Mind 

(Albuquerque, NM: Center for Action and 

Contemplation, 2002).  

3. Rohr, Everything Belongs, 33.

Adopting a Beginner’s Mind 
     Richard Rohr

“There is humility in accepting how much we don’t know.”
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human freedom. Our choices open and close doors 

and God works with that and around that and 

through that, even when we make bad decisions. As 

my 12-step sponsor says, “Sometimes the toilet seat 

is just up. It doesn’t mean anything.” 
Assume that. Assume that God is for you, that 

Christ cares about your life and that the investment 

he brings to the table is YOU and his great love for 

you. This care doesn’t include levitating you when 

you slip … life doesn’t and can’t work that way. But 

Trinity’s care DOES include some kind of real care-

giving. It must. And that is my hope. 

GOD’S CAREGIVING LOVE  

Instead of asking “What are you 

teaching me?” I pray, “God, open 

my eyes to your care for me 

today. What does your care look 

like?” This question seems better 

to me. Why?  

 Because it assumes Christ’s care 

and draws our attention to ways of 

care that we can participate in 

willingly. My sense is that the 

‘lesson’ question (what is God 

teaching me?) diverts us from 

recognizing the ways of God’s care 

and may even cause us to resist 

God’s active participation in our 

lives. Indeed, a good “prayer of 

examen” (i.e., evening prayer self-

examination) might be, “How 

have I been resisting your care and 

how can I receive it?” From there, we may sync up 

with God’s goodness in our lives. If a lesson is to be 

learned, that alignment with God’s mercy might 

just be it. �  

Brad Jersak serves as editor and art director for 

CWRm.  

W
hat is God teaching me in this?” 

I hear this question frequently, most 

often through the trials and tragedies of 

life. When something goes wrong and life grinds 

our nose in the dust, we might wonder what lesson 

we’re to learn. 

It’s almost as if once you learn the lesson, you can 

move forward. Honestly, while the question is an 

expression of genuine humility, I think the question 

itself smuggles in extra painful assumptions that we 

would do well to discard. IF we think that God 

imparts wisdom through any circumstance, no 

problem.  

But if we view our painful circumstances and 

afflictions as a lesson sent by God, 

then God becomes the first cause 

of every trial so that when the 

tragedies start accumulating, it 

becomes harder and harder to 

trust that God is Good and that 

God can be trusted. Then God 

becomes the cruel headmaster and 

we’re reduced to the class dunce 

who either fails to pass the test or 

become the victim of a bully 

teacher’s cruel pedagogy. This 

inevitably leads to distrust and 

resentment. For these reasons, I 

recommend moving on to 

healthier premises and a better 

question. 

Here’s one angle, based on my 

chapter, “Sh*t Happens and God 

Cares” in A More Christlike God 

(CWRpress, 2015). 

LIFE HAPPENS & GOD IS GOOD 

Slips happen. Injuries happen. God never causes 

them. At. All. No need to blame God or blame 

yourself. Trinitarian Love doesn’t manipulate 

“What is God Teaching Me?” 
                                                              Brad Jersak     

“God, open my eyes today to your caregiving love.”
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