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THE BIBLE ON SANTA MONICA BOULEVARD 

Samuel Ling


It is wonderful that my church is located in West Los Angeles.  To the east is the campus of the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA); I have visited the Borders bookstore near campus, on Westwood Boulvecard.  To the west of our church is Santa Monica Beach.  Many used bookstores in Santa Monica and West Los Angeles invite my curious eyes and hands to browse through their shelves.  So recently, at the end of a sunny afternoon, I wandered into a used bookstore along Santa Monica Boulevard before going to church for an evening training session in Evangelism Explosion.  


I have visited this bookstore the previous week, and noticed that there were some books in the “China” section I wanted to pick up.  This bookstore stocks many old academic titles from the 1970s, e.g. Intellectual Foundations of China (by Frederick Mote of Princeton University); Studies in Chinese Society (edited by Arthur Wolf of Stanford University); The May Fourth Movement (by Chow Tse-tsung at the University of Wisconsin); and Chinese Religions (Laurence Thompson).   Maurice Meisner’s book on Li Ta-chao (founder of the Chinese Communist Party) was there, too.  And of course, several Chinese history survey texts by John K. Fairbank, the “dean of China studies”  (e.g. The United States and China in its many editions, and China: A New History).   There was also a book on the Chinese village by my uncle, C.K. Yang (who was teaching in Pittsburgh for many years).  And, although China: The Roots of Madness (an old paperback) is not particularly flattering to the Chinese people, it is the script of a movie by the same title which I have used in many history classes in the past 20 years.  

I went to university from 1968-71, and did my doctoral studies 1976-81.  In those days, the “Harvard school” led by John K. Fairbank was producing dozens – in fact, over one hundred – academic titles on Chinese history, including the history of missions in China.  To be sure, Fairbank and his colleagues (Arthur Wright, Arthur Waley, Benjamin Schwartz, Mary Clabaugh Wright) were mostly non-Christians; yet these humanists produced serious work of high quality on China, which Chinese people should read.  I appreciated a broad, multi-perspectival view of modern China which I would not have gained, if I did not study Chinese history at a western university.  


There were interesting titles in the “Philosophy” section.  I ended up picking up a title on Sausure, the French linguist.  It is encouraging that there were several books on aesthetics, but none which were as serious as the books translated by Liu Xiaofeng and other scholars in mainland China studying philosophy and Christianity.  


Over in the “Religion” section are the usual old titles: Rudolf Bultmnn, Reinhold Niebuhr, and some Catholic titles.  Not very interesting.  But when I looked at the cashier’s counter, I saw that someone had just sold a large number of Christian books to the bookstore.  I noticed Eerdmans’ Handbook to the Bible (which has been translated into Chiense as Zheng zhu sheng jing shou ce) and The New Bible Dictionary (2nd edition).  There was also a newer title from Inter Varisty: The Hard Sayings of the Bible, and a whole stack of William Barclay’s commentaries.  Interesting! I thought.  

So I began a conversation with the bookstore staff.   I told her how strongly I have been recommending The New Bible Dictionary for the past 30 years; and how the Eerdmands Handbook to the Bible is a very handy reference for an overview for each of the Bible’s 66 books.  The young lady responded, “Well, I have started to read the Bible recently.”  I was taken aback.  She told me that she took home the Westminster Dictionary of the Bible to check out issues on Bible background.  (I was dismayed that she was using a liberal referenc book; so I told her to use the New Bible Dictionary instead.)  She shared with me her friends’ skepticism about the Bible, and that she wanted her readings to be intellectually respectable.  (I opened up the New Bible Dictionary to the list of contributors, to show her the long list of Oxford/Cambridge-trained men represented in that volume.)  She seemed to be influenced by Catholic spirituality: she began to read the Bible because she (in my words) saw a vision of the Virgin Mary.  


I went to my car, and dug out a copy of Search the Scriptures (Inter Varsity), and gave it to her as a gift.  I suggested that she use this study guide – which contains only study questions, no answers – along with the New Bible Dictionary.  I suggested that she begins with the Gospel of Luke, and just get to know the person of Jesus Christ.  And since there were very few customers at the bookstore, we were able to continue our conversation.  I told her how people often misunderstood the central teaching of the Bible, which is: God wants to give us the free gift of eternal life, and accept us if we ask him to forgive our sins.  Catholics add the sacraments to faith; Protestants add frantic activity (busy-ness); Jews add the need to observe the Law.   But God wants to be our Heavenly Father, and we cannot earn this free gift. 


The young lady seemed genuinely interested.  She gave me a good discount on my purchases – I did not buy the New Bible Dictionary; I wanted her to have it!  I bought my favorite titles in Chinese history, including In Search of Wealth and Power (a book by Benjami Schwartz on Yen Fu, the late Qing Chinese scholar who translated Adam Smith and other western books into Chinese),  and encouraged her to continue her serious study of the Bible.  


It is such a wonderful opportunity to share the gospel, and of all places, on Santa Monica Boulevard in a used bookstore (in the heart of the secular culture of Los Angeles) !  I have talked with people in bookstores about theology before, but those people were mostly Christians, and it was usually at a Christian bookstore.  I had a wonderful conversation with an African-American plumber on predestination and Cornelius Van Til’s apologetic at a theology bookstore in Pasadena; at the same store I talked with a Korean doctoral student in education.  But to be able to share the gospel (grace, faith, works, getting to know Jesus Christ) has got to be one of the best gifts the Lord showers upon his children!  
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