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Writing a Good Reading—Response Prose: Build Up Three

Images

Prose and argumentative essays are different. An argumentative essay stands on
its thesis; prose stands on its images. For the topic “The Lamp on the Scripture
Road, ” my method is to find three pictures in the book first, then string them into

one line.

Image one: Tang Seng reading sutras by night. They travel by day; at night, when
the camp falls quiet, Tang Seng recites by the campfire the scriptures he memorized
on the road, afraid of forgetting, afraid of getting a single character wrong. To
write this image, get the details right: the fire crackles, his shadow sways on the
rock wall, his lips move soundlessly. What is the lamp? It is that stubborn light
inside him that refuses to go out. Reading sutras at night is the moment the lamp

burns.

Image two: Wukong keeping watch above the clouds. At night, when Tang Seng
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sleeps, Wukong does not. He somersaults up to the clouds, the golden cudgel laid
across his knees, his fiery golden eyes scanning the forests around. Demonic breath
stirs in the mountains; he must keep watch. The key to this image is stillness: the
clouds drift, the moon is pale, and the monkey does not move. What is the lamp? It is

his pair of eyes staying awake for everyone else.

Image three: the backs of the master and three disciples walking west. At dawn
they strike camp, four shadows stretched long by the morning sun, walking on a dirt
road with no end in sight. The white horse carries the scripture packs, Bajie
grumbles as he walks, Sha Seng bears the loads without a sound, Wukong scouts ahead,
and Tang Seng chants in the middle. To write their backs, do not write faces—write

shadows, footsteps, the road.

How do the three images connect? By time: the sutra reading is late night, the
watch is the small hours, the backs are the next morning. Walking through one day s
order, the meaning of the lamp becomes clear layer by layer—the one who holds a
direction lights the lamp, the one who protects others guards the lamp, and those who

keep walking are the lamp itself.

Let feeling follow the images: finish an image, allow one reflective sentence,
then move straight to the next image. Pile up ornate words and the pictures
disappear. The check is simple: delete half the adjectives and see whether the image
survives. If it does, the paragraph works. Before writing, jot the three images on a
slip of paper and pin it to the corner of your desk; when you write, follow the slip,

and you will not drift back into slogans.
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