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From Talking Back to Holding My Tongue: My Three—Stage
Journey to the West

In seventh grade, our math teacher confiscated a note I was passing, and I shot
back “What gives you the right?” in front of the whole class. The room went silent.
The teacher said nothing:; the next day my parents were called to school. For half a
year I walked around the staff room. Rereading Journey to the West, I found my own
reflection in Sun Wukong - and a map of how someone moves from “daring to rage” to

“knowing where the line is.”

The Sun Wukong most like me is the one who storms Heaven. He takes the Ruyi Jingu
Bang from the East Sea, erases names from the Register of Life and Death, smashes out
of the Southern Gate because the post of Protector of the Horses is beneath him, and
raises a banner proclaiming himself Great Sage Equal to Heaven. Back then he believed

nothing in heaven or earth was off limits, and he fought anyone who stood in his way.
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The moment I talked back to my teacher, what ran through my head — “why can’t I read
the note?” — was identical to his “why should anyone rule me?” Rebellion has the same

base color: mistaking defiance for ability.

The five hundred years under Five Elements Mountain were Sun Wukong' s first
silence. He didn’t understand any great truth there; he simply couldn’t move. My
months of avoiding the staff room were the same — not one lesson got through, I just
knew it hurt. This stage isn’t glorious, but it can’t be skipped. Without that

silence, a person never starts watching their own behavior.

The tightening fillet is the turning point. When Tripitaka chants the spell,
Wukong writhes in pain. At first he hates the band; more than once he almost quits
for Flower Fruit Mountain. But along the road he gradually sees that his master
usually chants when he is about to act on impulse. In the episode of the White Bone
Demon, Wukong kills a demon in disguise while Tripitaka sees only a murdered man -
the spell was wrong, but it came from fear that he would harm the innocent. I got my
own fillet later. In eighth grade, mid—-argument with my deskmate, I waited — counted
three seconds - and many of the words simply stopped being necessary. This band

wasn t forced on me; I put it on myself.

The change in the post—enlightenment Sun Wukong is the easiest to miss. He no
longer introduces himself as the Great Sage. He talks first, asks for help first,
even with demons. His strikes are still fierce, but he no longer strikes for face.
Maturity isn’ t becoming weaker; it’s spending strength where it belongs. Last week my
deskmate used my mistake notebook without asking. The old me would have snatched it
back on the spot. This time I waited until he was done, then said so. He apologized
and later offered to help me sort my physics errors. A sense of proportion isn’t

cowardice; it’s knowing which ounce of force is worth which ounce of result.

Closing the book, I’11 admit this: I don’t miss the boy who talked back to his
teacher, and I don’t plan to become a pushover with no temper either. Growing up is

roughly this — the fire is still there; you just think before you light it.
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