
“I have said that Soo-Inn is the C.S. Lewis of  Asia, but in fact, his 
translations of  philosophical, theological concepts into the stuff  of  life 
today makes his thinking transcend geography. He’s a teacher for all of  
us!”

Janice Capps
The Baptist Church of  Beaufort

Beaufort, South Carolina

“Each week I anticipate Soo-Inn’s ‘E-Commentary’ which always 
challenges me to be an authentic follower of  Christ.  I now anticipate 
the second volume of  his insightful comments, which, like the first, will 
consistently encourage believers to allow the gospel to make sense of  
daily, relevant, and hard issues.”

Roger Capps
The Baptist Church of  Beaufort

Beaufort, South Carolina

“Travel Mercies reveals Soo-Inn’s spirituality and his walk with God. It 
is a spirituality that has been forged through brokenness and pain. I 
have never found Soo-Inn pretending that his Christian faith is soaring 
like eagles all the time. In fact, on many occasions, I have witnessed his 
struggles, and yet he has clung on to God and to God’s community. His 
quest for deeper answers, his questioning of  life’s issues, together with 
his search for a compassionate and authentic community have brought 
him to a refreshing discovery — that there are mercies of  God and the 
kindness of  people in this journey of  faith. It is best summed up in a 
Hebrew word — Hesed.”

Wong Fong Yang
Senior Pastor

City Discipleship Presbyterian Church

Malaysia
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I have greatly appreciated reading Travel Mercies because it is fresh, 
it vibrates with the breath of  life, and it lives in the light of  God’s 

grace. It is fresh, for it is written in a new genre, appropriate for our 
electronic society; emails are the new order of  the day. As such we 
can reach out to much diversity of  information, communicated 
quickly, so that we do not need to labour through exhaustive reading 
to quarry a small amount of  ore. Instead, insights can be given us 
quickly, emotions can be exercised immediately, and wisdom for 
immediate living can be delivered succinctly. But emailing may not 
“give life”, unless the writer has exposed himself  to share his life. 
The author Tan Soo-Inn certainly shares with us his life, full as it 
has been with suffering and redemption. Only those who suffer 
deeply and redemptively can walk the canyon floor alongside our 
depressions and afflictions. So this book provides good company and 
is a good guide through the disappointments, frustrations, and grief  
of  our mortality. Yet the central message of  this honest and indeed 
transparent book is that by God’s grace, in whatsoever state we’re in, 
there are lessons to learn that “godliness with contentment is great 
gain”. For it is “by grace” asserts the apostle, “that I am what I am”, 
however we may be “born out of  due time”. So “Grace at work” 
proves to be also “Grace alongside Me”!

FOREWORD
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viii Travel Mercies

It is strange how the worlds of  Harry Potter and J.R.R Tolkien 
impinge upon us, when they may also seem so far from us. For I 
grew up in Edinburgh where the authoress of  Harry Potter also 
grew up, yet never met her. But she has entered into the imagination 
of  so many contemporary teenagers. When I was at college in 
Oxford, my office window looked across the street to the house of  
J.R.R Tolkien, I saw him often in the street, and was a colleague of  
his son Christopher. Yet I never suspected then the enormous 
influence his writing would have on our contemporaries, long after 
he had died. This only goes to show that when we speak from our 
lives personally, we share far more than we realise would ever be 
appreciated by others. Indeed, when I apologize “this is most 
intimately Me”, it turns out to be “most universally You!” I hope 
you will find this is true of  Travel Mercies, as I have found it to be for 
myself. Enjoy your reading!

James M. Houston
Board of  Governors’ Professor,
Spiritual Theology,
Regent College
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P R E F A C E

In the play A Streetcar Named Desire, the character Blanche DuBois 
pleads “I don’t want realism…I want magic!” And every 

thinking, feeling person nods in agreement.

Real life is often too painful. Or painfully boring. We all look for 
some experience of  transcendence that will give meaning to our 
existence. Or at least distract us from the pain and chaos for a little 
while.

God’s people are not spared the pains of  this life. If  anything, 
because we proclaim a message of  hope and meaning, it only 
increases the tension between what we proclaim and our 
experiences.

The last ten years have been particularly painful for me. It was a 
decade that began on 24 February 1993, when my wife Hee Ling 
died of  cancer. I remarried but that marriage did not work out. I 
then went on to experience marital separation, divorce and the loss 
of  most of  my public ministry. Then there was the journey into 
clinical depression. And through everything I tried to raise my two 
sons as best I could.
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x Travel Mercies

A church, the Damansara Utama Baptist Church, reached out and 
offered me grace. They put me through an official period of  church 
discipline and commended me afresh for public ministry. God has 
been slowly helping me to put together my life and my ministry.

The last ten years have been a long and hard journey. Yet as many 
have discovered, it is during the most difficult of  times that we learn 
our most precious lessons. It is during the most difficult of  times that 
we discover God.

I can affirm this. In my lonely journey I discovered grace in the most 
unexpected places. Old and new friends chose to accept me in all 
my failures. They encouraged me to press on with my life. They told 
me my ministry was not over yet. They said “don’t give up”. They 
were Christ to me.

So in my travels I discovered grace. I discovered mercy. The 
following 52 meditations are reflections from that part of  my life’s 
journey. They first saw light as weekly reflections sent out via email. 
Now in print form, I hope they will bless more lives. If  anything, I 
hope they let other lonely sojourners know that they are not alone. 
And that as the disciples on the Emmaus road discovered, Christ is 
never closer than in our times of  deepest despair.

Tan Soo-Inn
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J O U R N E Y S
I N  T H E

W O R L D

TM final.indd   12 4/28/09   7:52:09 PM



It is ironic that most Christians associate their faith with their 
Sunday lives and their time in church. The reality is that we 

spend the bulk of our time in the world outside the church 
— in our Monday-to-Saturday world.

 
And it is in that world that our faith is lived out. It is in 

the world that our faith is tested.
 

The following reflections come from trying to make sense of the 
world through the mind of Christ. As Christians, what are 
we to make of the claims of popular culture? The influence 

of movies, for example, is all pervasive. And what does 
Christ think of our lives in the office? For most of us, 

the bulk of our lives is spent at work.

Just what does it mean to proclaim the Lordship of Christ 
in our lives outside the church?

 
For if Christianity is real, it must be real in all of life. 
And that surely includes that part of our pilgrimages 

that takes us through the world.
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Travel Mercies2

I wasn’t too hot about Dan Brown’s first book, Digital Fortress. His 
latest offering, The Da Vinci Code, however, is a great read. It 

almost deserves the many laudatory blurbs plastered all over the 
cover. Here’s the one from fellow thriller writer Clive Cussler:

“Intrigue and menace mingle in one of  the finest 
mysteries I’ve ever read. An amazing tale with enigma 
piled on secrets stacked on riddles.”

As an old fan of  thrillers and “who-dun-its”, I am not easily 
impressed. But I found myself  enjoying The Da Vinci Code. I was 
further impressed when Brown claims, “All descriptions of  artwork, 
architecture, documents and secret rituals in this novel are 
accurate”.

So why did I feel uneasy after reading the book? Because of  passages 
like these:

The Grail is literally the ancient symbol for 
womanhood, and the Holy Grail represents the sacred 

T H E  I M P O R TA N C E  O F 
G O O D  P A C K A G I N G
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The Importance of Good Packaging 3

feminine and the goddess, which of  course has been 
lost, virtually eliminated by the Church. The power of  
the female and her ability to produce life was once very 
sacred, but it posed a threat to the predominantly male 
church, and so the sacred feminine was demonized and 
called unclean.

Knights who were searching for the chalice were 
speaking in code as a way to protect themselves from 
a Church that had subjugated women, banished the 
Goddess, burned unbelievers and forbidden the pagan 
reverence for the sacred feminine.

If  these claims had been found in a religious tract I would have 
laughed them away. Few would fail to see such claims for what they 
were — theological and historical rubbish mingled with hyperbole. 
But these truth claims are found in an exciting thriller — the perfect 
Trojan horse — aimed at the general public.

More people read fiction than books on theology. And one reads a 
thriller for relaxation. Your discernment guard is down. The more 
engaging the story, the more the reader is involved emotionally. And 
there has been enough real sexism in history to make Brown’s 
statements on the “sacred feminine” attractive. The Da Vinci Code 
reminded me yet again of  the intimate relationship between truth 
claims and the attractiveness of  the medium in which they are 
communicated.

In his book, The Sermon Doctor, Harry Farra reminds us:

Given two speakers, one with great ideas and modest 
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Travel Mercies4

delivery and the other with modest ideas and great 
delivery, unfortunately the latter will almost always 
surpass the former as a communicator.

…how you say what you want to say is very important 
to the success of  your sayables. How you deliver the 
goods affects how those goods will be delivered. Do you 
want your gifts delivered in pretty paper with ribbons 
and bows or in a brown lunch bag sullied with dobs of  
tuna and smears of  mayonnaise?

Francis Schaeffer had earlier warned us about error contained in 
good art and truth mired in bad art.

We are aesthetic beings. Which is why the Garden of  Eden had 
“every kind of  tree pleasing to the eye and good for food…” 
(Genesis 2:9 REB). In an unfallen world, Truth and beauty went 
together. But we now live in a fallen world and there is no longer a 
link between beauty and Truth. Trees pleasing to the eye may be 
poisonous. And things good for us may be ugly. What then are we to 
do?

First, it means that we can never let our spiritual guard down. Every 
book, every movie, every painting, makes truth claims. And the most 
dangerous claims may be found in the most attractive art. It 
presupposes that we know our Scripture well; well enough to discern 
truth from error.

But there is another point to be made. I think the onus is also on us 
who claim to know the Truth, to respect the aesthetic dimension in 
all we do. Much of  what is done by the church and by Christians is 
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The Importance of Good Packaging 5

mediocre at best. Just take a long hard look at our music, our 
sermons, our design work in general.

It is not a choice between Truth and beauty. Of  course we are 
committed to Truth above all. But if  we are really committed to 
Truth, then we must seek to communicate that Truth as best we can. 
Indeed, may all the works of  our hands seek to reunite Truth and 
beauty. And that includes the writing of  thrillers.

Which is why I really enjoy Jill Paton Walsh’s fleshing out of  
unfinished material by Dorothy Sayers. I thought the new Lord Peter 
Wimsey novel, A Presumption of  Death, an enjoyable and satisfying 
read. Now there is a great mystery undergirded with a real respect 
for Truth and ethics.

It can be done.  
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T here is a moment in the movie/book that we all ought to 
applaud. Quirrell, the evil wizard’s henchman, articulates his 

philosophy of  life: “There is no good and evil. There is only power, 
and those too weak to seek it…”

Harry Potter (the hero) rejects this philosophy and goes on to put 
up a brave fight in the exciting climax of  the movie/book. But is 
that what the movie/book is about? The victory of  ethics over raw 
power?

A pop quiz. Did you leave the movie feeling:

a) I want to be a more moral person; or
b) I wish I had the power to put pig’s tails on a few bullies I know.

Hands up all those who chose a). Hello? Were we at the same 
movie? Sure you didn’t see The Fellowship of  the Ring by mistake? 
Here lies the major flaw and real danger of  Harry Potter. Sure, for 
all I know some real spells may have been incorporated into the 

I  S U R V I V E D 
H A R R Y  P O T T E R
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I Survived Harry Potter 7

book. But hey, the word “pizza” could be an evil curse in 
Mongolian, for all I know.

What is more dangerous is simpler and more insidious. And that is 
the belief  that if  you had the necessary power you could make 
things right. Trouble is, we end up putting our faith in our own 
understanding of  what is right and wrong. And desiring the power 
to pursue our understanding of  what is right and wrong. Which 
brings us back to the foundational temptation: “You shall be like 
gods…” (Genesis 3:5).

The primary temptation in the Garden of  Eden was for humankind 
to become self-contained moral beings who no longer needed to 
trust and obey their Maker. This continues to be the primary 
seduction that faces humankind.

If  only we had enough power (and knowledge is a form of  power), 
we could live our lives successfully. We don’t need God. And 
therefore we don’t need the hassle of  His ethics as well. And I fear 
that the Harry Potter movie does not veer too much from this basic 
temptation. Even with its Enid Blyton-ish ethical veneer.

Interestingly, the most moving part of  the movie was when Harry’s 
friend, Ron Weasley, sacrificed himself  on the living chessboard so 
that his friends could live and accomplish their mission. Sacrificial 
love — now that is real power. That has already been demonstrated 
decisively in history. On the cross. And now available to all who 
would trust and obey the living God.  
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