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How to Read a Theme Out of Eighty—One Trials: Group
Three Hardships, Then Connect Your Own Giving Up

When sixth graders write about the lesson of the eighty-one trials, they must not
stop at another demon was defeated. The theme has to be refined out of the plot, and

three steps can finish the job.

Step one is to sort the hardships into types. Flaming Mountain is a hard trial: a
burning mountain that cannot be crossed without the banana fan and a fight with the
Bull Demon King, broken through by strength and strategy. The Women’ s Kingdom is a
soft trial: no demon at all, only a queen sincerely asking the monk to stay, and what
slows the feet is human feeling. The Heaven River is a backward trial: on the way
home with the scriptures, the last trial strikes anyway, the scriptures fall into the
water and are soaked, and a hardship avoided all along was not avoided after all. The
three types: one needs force, one needs self-control, one tells you trials do not end

just because the journey is nearly done.

Step two is to find the common ground and refine the theme. All three types share

one thing: none can be bypassed, only walked through. The hard trial is fought
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through, the soft trial is guarded through, the backward trial is finished through.
The theme appears: trials are the substance of the journey; the eighty—one hardships

are not Sun Wukong’ s trouble, they are the journey itself.

Step three is to connect your own experience. Five years of piano and wanting to
quit, stuck again and again in the Chopin piece, sitting on the bench like sitting
into Flaming Mountain; classmates playing outside while the wish to leave whispers in
the heart, that is the Women’ s Kingdom; one week before the exam the wrist is injured
again, that is the last trial at the Heaven River. When all three trial types have

counterparts in your own life, the argument has roots.

Close with reflection like this: I used to think perseverance meant gritting
teeth and enduring; now I understand perseverance has types, find a method for hard
trials, guard the heart against soft trials, and do not curse heaven for backward
ones. The secret of finishing eighty-one trials is not magic, it is never skipping a

single trial.

This three—step method works on other books too: sort the plot first, find the

common ground, then connect your own life. A theme is read out, not pasted on.
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