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Soo-Inn is no stranger to human grief and thus no stranger to divine grace. His writings are 
therefore essentially a pilgrimage. He gently invites us with him along the journey of life; to 
encounter reality reflectively and meaningfully. Not merely to know more about ourselves 
but, more significantly, to know more about God. 

Edmund Chan, Senior Pastor, Covenant Evangelical Free Church

Trying to make sense of urban life in today’s world is a huge challenge. Without much time 
to reflect and address significant life issues one gets shaped and pushed along by what so-
ciety determines as good and right. Thinking On The Run challenges conventional views on 
contemporary issues, often pushing us to take another look at Scriptures, to take another 
look at God and to take another look at how our own lives ought to be lived.

Alan Chng , Navigators Asia Director

Soo-Inn has an acute sense of observation of life in both its bloomy and gloomy phases. Yet 
his ability to write clearly and simply often challenges the readers to ponder hard, especially 
on the nitty-gritty of life that affects all of us: the many in-betweens from the cradle to the 
grave such as relationships at different levels, work that consumes the bulk of our time, the 
modern media, and the other things that matter! 

Jerry Eng , Pastor, Klang Baptist Church, Malaysia

Dr Soo-Inn Tan is one of the wisest men I know. ‘Wisdom’ in the Bible is focused on how to 
live in the world rather than abstract or theoretical knowledge; how to make one’s life count 
for good and for God.  As a biblical scholar, I tend to think more about the first century than 
the twenty-first century, but Dr Tan calls me to apply the teaching of the New Testament to 
the contemporary scene.  I enthusiastically recommend his new book to all who seek to fol-
low Jesus seven days a week.

W. Ward Gasque, Founding Faculty, Regent College, Vancouver
English Ministries Pastor, Richmond Chinese Alliance Church, Richmond, 

The road of life today seems to have only one lane — the fast lane, without a road shoulder! 
So, slow down at your own peril. Keep gunning the engine and hope, somehow, you are on 
the right track and the rewards are worth it, even if they’re not what you really want. Soo-Inn 
has done us all a big favour by showing how it's possible to “think on the run”. After all, life 
comprises 5 percent of what happens to you and 95 percent of how you make sense of it. 
Time to top up.

Andrew Goh, Impact Magazine, Singapore

The world needs writers who help us pause and grasp an eternal perspective on the seem-
ingly mundane activities in our busy lives: a chat between friends, the popular film at the 
local theater, hassles at work. In a refreshing, winsome way, these writers raise our “God con-
sciousness,” helping us love Him and His people more. Soo-Inn Tan is one of these writers. 

John Maust, President, Media Associates International
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�
Foreword

On the tip of the Pacific Rim in Singapore there is a writer named Tan Soo-
Inn. Every Friday he floats a flock of paragraphs out over the internet. Eventu-
ally they descend on over 30,000 people who take time to ponder his words. 

Why do so many people read him? We are inundated by messages. We are 
drowning in words. Advertisements and blogs and form letters and email 
lists and chat groups pollute our space. They overwhelm us. They smother 
our ability to absorb information. Amid this flood, why choose to read Tan 
Soo-Inn?

Because he is honest, he is pithy, and he is fun. 

He is honest. Most of our living is at our job, he says. Relationships can break. 
People die. Our own personal identity is a hard thing to figure out. Raising 
children is tough. “There is always stuff that doesn’t fit our neat categories,” he 
notes. But movies can help, even ones like the scary Dark Night. And mov-
ies matter. “The battleground for the hearts and minds of people today is the 
popular mind.” Soo-Inn lives where we do. He names our yearnings. 

He is pithy. In spite of all the loose ends, there is a centre. Soo-Inn is rooted in 
God, His Word, and the community of believers. He prods us to think with 
maturity, reminding us of deep realities like integrity and forgiveness and the 
direction in which our society is going. Underneath it all is the grace of God. 
That gives him hope. 

And he is fun. When you meet him, you see a twinkle in his eye. There is 
no country I’d rather visit than Malaysia, and that is because of the quality 
of the people. Though on the cutting edge in business and technology, they 
take time to honour their grandparents and nephews and nieces. Though 
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IX

neat and punctual, how they love to eat! While ceiling fans whirr and rain 
pounds, they laugh and tease and reach for some more nasi lemak. Malaysia is 
where Soo-Inn was born.
 
Now he lives in the city-state of Singapore, that bougainvillea-draped hive of 
efficiency where even language is abbreviated:

“Can?”

“Okay lah.” 

All of this has taught Soo-Inn to enjoy life as well as reflect on it, to taste the 
pleasures of God’s world as well as its disciplines. 

In this collection, the honesty, the pithiness, and the fun combine. This is 
the Pacific Century, we are told, so it is appropriate that a writer on the tip of 
the Pacific Rim should bless so many people through the internet. Soo-Inn 
not only runs the race but also thinks on the run. Here his thoughts are pre-
served to be explored at leisure. So taste them, savour them, ponder them. 

Then next weekend visit www.graceworks.com.sg. 

Miriam Adeney, Ph.D.
Associate Professor of World Christian Studies, Seattle Pacific University
Teaching Fellow, Regent College
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�
Preface

It’s been almost four years since I published my last collection of essays. In 
that time, I have remarried, completed my Doctor of Ministry, moved to 
Singapore, launched a new ministry, lost two good friends and my closest 
cousin to cancer, said goodbye to one son as he went abroad for studies, and 
moved to a new house. And those are just the highlights. According to the 
Holmes and Rahe stress scale I should be mad or dead or both. I am not 
dead and my degree of sanity has always been a moot point. What is not 
debatable is the fact that it has been hectic. And all that means is that I am a 
full-fledged member of the human race in the 21st century.

How does one live at the pace of modern life? I live with a constant sense 
that I am doing too much and that I would prefer life lived at a slightly slower 
pace. Life at this chapter of my life seems to be a direct contrast to the hidden 
years of my previous chapter where my workload was about one-tenth of 
what I am doing today. I quickly remember that those were the days when I 
was recovering from depression, and that much of my energy then was taken 
up with rebuilding my life from the death of one spouse, the breakdown of 
another marriage, and trying to raise two boys as a single parent.

This chapter of life is much more about rebuilding and moving forward. It’s 
a much more positive chapter. Still, there are the expected griefs of life that 
come with growing older — seeing friends and loved ones die and move on, 
losing one’s children to adulthood and grappling more seriously with how 
one should invest the remaining years of one’s life. The more we journey on 
in our lives, the more we recognise the truth in Christina Rossetti’s poem, 
Uphill:

    Does the road wind up-hill all the way?
    Yes, to the very end.
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    Will the day’s journey take the whole long day?
    From morn to night, my friend.

Life is never easy. Different chapters of life have their own challenges.

However, the main challenge of life is essentially the same at every stage — 
how do I live my life with integrity and meaning? How do I remain faithful to 
the God who made me and saved me? I have found that the answers are also 
the same — the grace of God and the encouragement of friends. Whether 
it is the dark days of my previous chapter or the hectic days of promise of the 
present chapter, God sustains me through His grace and through the friends 
He sends my way. One key “friend” He has sent my way is Bernice my wife, 
a life partner in every sense of the word. Her sustaining love has been a key 
source of His grace.

And so, yes, life is run at a pretty hectic pace at this juncture of my life. But 
God and godly friends have provided the context for me to run my race. I 
am running but I am thinking on the run, thinking about what it means to be 
human, what it means to be sustained by grace, and how I should live. The 
following 52 essays are samples of how I have tried to do this. I hope they 
will give you some encouragement for your own life journeys. I hope you 
will discover, as Prof James Houston wrote in the preface to my previous col-
lection, “when I apologize ‘this is most intimately Me’, it turns out to be ‘most 
universally You!’”

Tan Soo-Inn
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�

Thinking About Community
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Our lives are defined by our relationships. Parents, children, spouses, 
friends, brothers and sisters in the faith, mentors, protégés, col-

leagues, bosses — in so many ways, the health of our lives is predi-
cated on the health of our relationships. Unfortunately, we live in 
a world that is obsessed with productivity, one where pragmatism 
reigns, a world where relationships are just another commodity to 
be used. Loneliness is endemic in modern society, and that includes 

the church, which is often as production obsessed as any bottom-line 
company.

But we were made in God’s image, and God is a communal God of 
Father, Son and Spirit, a God that has made it clear that it is not 

good for human beings to be alone. Therefore loneliness is an assault 
on a critical part of our humanity, our need to live in community.

Relationships between broken people in a fallen world will never be 
easy. Healthy, life-giving relationships need work, commitment and 

hard thinking. The damage from the absence of healthy relationships 
will not be as obvious as the absence of air, food or water. All the 

more why it deserves careful reflection.
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�
Lunch At The Faculty Club

He was one of my lecturers at Regent College (Vancouver). A pastor of 
many years’ experience, he led a key church in town. He was about twice my 
age. And he had invited me for lunch at the faculty club.

As we chatted I had the strangest feelings. Here I was, a kid of 28, in seminary 
to prepare for church ministry. And there he was, a senior minister. But as we 
talked it became clear that he treated me as an equal. He took my ideas seri-
ously. He took me seriously.

If you are from the West, you may be wondering what is the big deal here. 
Well, just think of all the kung fu movies you have seen. If you have seen any, 
you would know that in Asia, there is a big gulf between sensei and disciple, 
teacher and pupil.

Pupils are to accord every respect and deference to their teachers. I suspect 
that this happens because of the influence of Confucian culture, which is in-
herently hierarchical. Therefore, the fact that a senior faculty member would 
treat me as an equal blew me away.

I knew I wasn’t his equal. I knew that he had eaten more salt than I had eaten 
rice. (More ketchup than I had eaten fries?) The experience of being treated 
as a person, of being taken seriously, was very empowering. It made me want 
very much to be all that I could be. I wanted to be what I was being treated as.

It has been almost twenty years since I graduated from Regent. But such en-
counters with some of my Regent professors have left their mark on me. As I 

TR final.indd   2 4/29/09   11:11:11 AM



3 Lunch At The Faculty Club

think back on those encounters at this point of my life, I begin to understand 
what the professors were doing. They saw me in terms of what I could be and 
not just in terms of what I was. Perhaps the exchange was a bit more sophisti-
cated. They saw what I could be in what I was.

In this regard I can now better understand why Barnabas treated John Mark 
the way he did in Acts 15:36-41. The true humanity of the apostles was on 
display here as we see Paul and Barnabas having a serious quarrel. Barnabas 
wanted to take John Mark with him and Paul on their next mission trip. Paul 
said no because John Mark had let them down before. I am sure both Paul 
and Barnabas had good reasons for their respective decisions.

Paul saw John Mark as he was. But Barnabas saw John Mark in terms of what 
he could be. As it turns out, Barnabas’ decision helped John Mark to develop 
and grow so that later, even Paul acknowledged his worth (see Colossians 
4:10 and 2 Timothy 4:11).

In a world that is moving increasingly faster, we often have to size up people 
quickly. In doing so it is easier to judge a person on the basis of what he or 
she is. And was. It is harder to take the longer view of seeing a person in terms 
of what he or she could be.

But none of us comes ready made. We all start out as unrealized potential 
that takes a lifetime to unpack. We all need Barnabases who will see us and 
treat us in light of our potential if we are to grow into that potential. We need 
folks who will not view us purely from the perspective of our mistakes but 
from the perspective of what we can be.

Unfortunately an increasingly competitive and fast-moving world gives little 
encouragement for such a grace. If people do not shape up quickly they are 
written off. This is a sad paradox because an increasingly complex and needy 
world actually needs more creative and mature people in every sphere of 
human endeavour. But often, we first encounter such people as rough dia-
monds.

Therefore I think that this is one of those matters where Christians of all ages, 
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4Thinking On The Run

and at all stations of life, must choose to treat people Christianly. It means a 
deliberate decision to treat people redemptively and developmentally.

There will be those who foolishly take advantage of our grace. There will be 
times that, in spite of our best intentions, we find that we have been casting 
pearls before swine.

But there are also many John Marks out there who need time and forgive-
ness and encouragement to be all that they can be. There are many whose 
best moments come later in their lives. It is just plain foolishness and sheer 
waste to write such people off.

Therefore I pray that you will have some Barnabases in your life. I pray that 
you will choose to be one to others.

When people ask me why I seem to have some success in working with 
young adults, I reply that there really is no secret method. I just love my 
friends and treat them as my equals and my betters. Because they are.

Just one of the lessons I learned many years ago, at my lunches at the faculty 
club.  
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Another Ode To Friendship

Tonight Bernice and I will be meeting up with some old friends for dinner.
Well, they are more my old friends. They came to know Bernice only since she 
entered my life but we are all good friends now. I first knew this couple before 
they were married. We were all students in the University of Singapore in the 
᾿70s. We have known each other for more than thirty years.

Old friends, like parents, remember embarrassing things from your past. This 
couple delights in reminding me of the time I asked a patient for biscuits. 
I was a young dentist then, trying to take the medical history of an elderly 
Cantonese lady. I was trying to ask her what diseases, if any, she had had. It 
came out as. “Do you have any biscuits?” This joke hinges around the different 
ways you can pronounce the Cantonese word “pang”. The lady replied, “No I 
don’t have any biscuits. Are you hungry doctor?” By then the nurses who had 
heard this exchange were rolling on the floor with laughter. As long as these 
friends are in my life I will not be allowed to forget this incident.

Thirty years is also time enough for us to have walked with each other though 
some of the most happy moments and some of the saddest tragedies of our 
lives. I know they have had to struggle to understand and accept some of the 
things that happened to me. But they never rejected me. And although the 
demands of this stage of our lives mean that we do not see each other that 
often (which is why this evening was precious) we can pick up the threads of 
our life conversations whenever we do meet up. Our default position remains 
a mutual desire to bless and encourage each other where we can.

As I have said often, I am truly thankful to God for friends like these. I do 
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6Thinking On The Run

not know how I could have survived the journey of my life without these 
companions. I picked up a copy of Thomas Moore’s A Life At Work yesterday 
and found in it this beautiful write up of the nature and power of friendship:

Though it seems ordinary and simple, friendship is one of the 
most powerful forces on earth. It is a kind of love, a special brand, 
that can support you as you search for a life work. Friendship is 
a relatively constant love not disturbed by the ups and downs of 
passion as much as romantic love is. You don’t need a ceremony 
to initiate a friendship as you do in marriage, because friendship 
grows slowly like a small garden rather than arriving in full bloom 
like a huge floral display. Friendship is a broad category that 
sometimes means intimate connection and sometimes a loose 
tie. There are good friends, close friends, and friends who may be 
more like acquaintances - it’s sometimes difficult to know which it 
is. However strong the connection, friendships allow you to go in 
your life with companions who will support you and be with you 
and talk with you. These are simple but essential gifts. (London, 
UK: Piatkus, 2008, pp. 146-147)

No one should apologise for their need for friends. Our need for friends is not 
a sign of weakness. It is a sign of our humanity. I was reminded of this when I 
had lunch with a new friend yesterday. He was about my age and worked in 
the oil and gas industry. And he was far from home. His wife was not able to 
join him yet because her father was ill and she had to help nurse him. My new 
friend had been in Singapore for about five months, living alone without his 
wife or any close friends. It didn’t help that his first language was not English. 
His loneliness was palpable. He shared that he couldn’t continue his life of 
loneliness anymore and reported with great joy that his wife was about to join 
him. Bernice and I are hoping that we can be friends with them.

Like all good things, friendship requires sacrifice and work. I can’t even begin 
to imagine how much my friends have sacrificed in their support of my life 
and my work. It also explains why Bernice and I were with a friend who was 
commemorating the first anniversary of his wife’s death, on the day when 
we were moving to a new home. Earlier that same day I had had tea with an 

TR final.indd   6 4/29/09   11:11:11 AM



7 Another Ode To Friendship

old friend whose wife had discovered that her cancer had returned. Even in 
a perfect world, it was not good for humans to be alone (Genesis 2:18). In a 
fallen world, friends could mean the difference between life and death. Which 
may be why Jesus comes to us as a friend ( John 15:15). He is Saviour and 
Lord. But He also comes as a friend because we all understand our need for 
friends. It is as basic as eating.

When we meet up with my old friends tonight, I am sure we will talk about 
how we should invest our lives as we enter into middle age. We are no longer 
young undergraduates with our lives before us. We never had all the time 
in the world. That is very clear now. Bernice and I will report that we have 
started a new ministry called Graceworks. Our mission: to promote spiritual 
friendship in life and society through publishing and training. We can’t think 
of a better way to invest the next chapter of our lives.  
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�
Looking For Father

I’m gonna watch you shine
Gonna watch you grow

Gonna paint a sign
So you’ll always know

As long as one and one is two
There could never be a father

Who loved his daughter more than I love you.
(Paul Simon)

Father of mine
tell me where have you been

I just closed my eyes
and the world disappeared

father of mine
tell me how do you sleep

with the children you abandoned
and the wife I saw you beat.

(Everclear)

The recent outpouring of grief for the late Pope John Paul II was unprec-
edented. I am sure there were many reasons why this was so. John Paul II 
was credited with helping to bring the Cold War to a peaceful end. He was 
the head of the worldwide Roman Catholic communion. And in a media 
age, everyone with access to a TV or a computer can feel like a participant in 
events far away.

I have another theory as to why there is so much grief at his passing. For 
many, he represented the father they never had. They wept because their vir-
tual father had died.
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