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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.
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Image two: Wukong keeping watch above the clouds. At night, when Tang Seng
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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A Close Reading of One Passage: How the Lamp Gets Lit

Suppose in front of me is a student’s prose passage: Night deepens; Tang Seng
sits by the campfire reading sutras:; how devout he is; his spirit is worth learning
from. This has only a skeleton, no picture. Devout is a conclusion; if readers never
saw it, it does not count. The fix is to delete “how devout” and “worth learning

from” and push the camera in close.

The revised version: night sinks into the mountain forest; the fire has burned
low to a heap of red coals. Tang Seng spreads the scripture scroll on his knees, his
lips moving softly, placing one character after another into his heart. Wind flips a
corner of the scroll; he presses it down and goes on reciting. This paragraph
contains no direct emotion, yet devotion is already inside it—the red coals, the

scroll on his knees, the pressed—-down corner say it all for him.

Now look at metaphor. A student writes: Tang Seng s heart is hot as fire, bright
as a lamp, warm as the sun. Three metaphors crammed into one sentence, and none of
them shines. Spend metaphors sparingly:; one is enough, and it must land on a real
object. Revised: the coals were nearly out; he fed a stick of firewood to them,
sparks jumped up, lighting half his face—the lamp never needs to be named; readers
will think of it themselves.

Next, how to write Wukong’ s watch without cloying. The common flaw is telling us
how brave and hard-working he is, the author shouting on his behalf. The concrete
method gives only action: he crouches on the clouds, his tail hanging motionless,
eyes fixed on the black mountains. At midnight bats swoop down; he flicks his tail,
the bats scatter, and his eyes never leave the hills. Hardship needs no

announcement—readers see that unblinking eye and know.

The passage about their backs is easiest to empty out. “Their backs faded away,
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vanishing at the edge of the sky” is stock phrase. Replace it with specifics: four
shadows in single file, the white horse’s head bobbing, Bajie’s rake resting on his
shoulder and swaying, the thin shadow at the front being Wukong, who suddenly turns
and waves once—the column does not stop, it keeps walking. That single backward wave
says “no one gets left behind” more powerfully than “vanished at the edge of the

”

sky.

Read the three passages together, and the lamp lights three times: the red coals
are the lamp, the unblinking eye is the lamp, the backward wave is the lamp too.

Emotion is not shouted; these things light themselves.
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Five Misreadings of Journey to the West, and What a

Second Reading Looks Like

Reading Journey to the West for the first time, many people remember only the
demon fights. A demon leaps out, Wukong fights, they move on, another demon leaps out
next chapter. Read that way, the book is lively, but empty once closed. On my second

reading I changed five views, and each one made the book a little brighter.

Misreading one: assuming the plotline is combat. Rereading shows the real
plotline is walking. Of the eighty-one trials, outright victories are not many; more
often they cannot cross the mountain, cannot ford the river, cannot find the helper

they wait for. The book is not about who fights best but about who keeps walking.

Misreading two: thinking Tang Seng is useless, a drag on the team. Rereading
catches the detail of his night sutra reading: captured by demons by day and rescued
by his disciples, he still recites at night, line by line, the scriptures heard on
the road, afraid to forget. Skill belongs to others; the scriptures are his. In any

team, the one who will not let go of the goal is often the least noticeable.

Misreading three: finding Bajie annoying—lazy, greedy, always yelling about
breaking up. Rereading reveals he is the one most like an ordinary person. He carries
loads and fights too, just with constant grumbling. And the next morning he still
gets up and still walks west. Walking forward while complaining is rarer than not

complaining at all.

Misreading four: seeing only daytime scenes and missing the night ones. Many key
events happen at night: Tang Seng reading sutras, Wukong keeping watch, demons
knocking at night. Daytime is travel; nighttime is when everyone’ s inner thoughts

surface. The lamp lights at night.

Misreading five: treating the scripture quest as an errand, done once the
scriptures arrive. Rereading the final chapter, the scriptures get soaked in the Tang
River and dry with missing pages, and the Buddha's side says the true scriptures have
no words. After fourteen years, the scriptures were not fetched; they were walked

into being, step by step. The backs of the travelers are longer than the result.

What these five misreadings share is reading the book too fast. The remedy is
simple: pick one non—combat detail from each chapter and pause over it. Night
reading, the watch, the grumbling, the wet scriptures—these are such details. The

lamp is not in the fighting; the lamp is in these places.
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