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      For many years, I've been fascinated by what appear to be paradoxes in Christianity. How can God be three yet one? How can Jesus be fully divine and fully human? How can salvation be entirely free yet cost everything? How can a loving God allow hell?

      As a natural skeptic, I found these questions irresistible. Not because they troubled me, but because they intrigued me. There are no actual contradictions in Christianity—what seems contradictory is simply our limited understanding trying to grasp infinite reality. It's like asking a two-dimensional being to understand a sphere: they see contradictory circles of different sizes, not realizing they're viewing slices of a consistent three-dimensional object.

      I spent years exploring these apparent tensions. I read systematic theology, studied philosophy, interrogated various traditions. Logic and rational thinking are wonderful tools—I deeply value them. But I discovered that some truths are bigger than our logical categories can contain. Not illogical, but trans-logical. Not irrational, but supra-rational.

      What changed my perspective was realizing that these paradoxes aren't weaknesses in Christianity but indicators of its truth. A God small enough for human logic to fully comprehend wouldn't be God at all. The tensions exist not because Christianity is incoherent but because divine reality exceeds human comprehension. Like Gothic cathedral architecture, certain aspects of Christianity stand precisely because opposing forces remain in creative tension.

      This book explores those particular tensions—the places where our understanding reaches its limits, where both/and thinking is required instead of either/or logic. Much of Christianity is beautifully straightforward: God loves us, Christ died for us, we're called to love others. But where apparent paradoxes exist, they're not problems to solve but mysteries to explore.

      This book invites you to appreciate these tensions—between God's sovereignty and human freedom, between divine strength and divine weakness, between justice and mercy, between suffering and joy. Not as contradictions but as complementary truths our limited perspective can't fully synthesize.

      I've discovered that a God who transcends our complete understanding is more trustworthy than one who fits neatly into human categories. A faith that occasionally surpasses reason is deeper than one that never challenges it. The mysteries we can't fully resolve create space for wonder and worship.

      Welcome to the both/and. It's intellectually challenging here. It's also where some of Christianity's deepest truths reveal themselves.

      Though I suppose I remain a skeptic—just one who's learned that mystery isn't the enemy of truth but often its companion.

      Arthur A. Tiger

      2024
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            GOD DIES EVERY FRIDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      The nails went through the median nerve.

      I need you to understand this—not metaphorically, not theologically, but anatomically. When the Roman executioner drove the seven-inch iron spike through Jesus's wrist (not his palm, as medieval art suggests), the nail severed or compressed the median nerve, sending shockwaves of agony up his arm that medical experts describe as one of the most intense pains the human body can experience. Like lightning traveling through the nervous system. Like having your arm thrust into a vat of molten metal while remaining conscious.

      This happened to God.

      Not to a human representative of God. Not to the "human nature" while the "divine nature" remained comfortably anesthetized in some metaphysical waiting room. The Second Person of the Trinity experienced trauma-induced hypovolemic shock. The Creator of neurons felt them fire in agony. The One who designed the human respiratory system experienced what forensic pathologists call "positional asphyxia"—the slow suffocation that occurs when the weight of your own body prevents your lungs from expanding.

      Every few minutes, he had to push up on the nails through his feet to take a breath. The rough wood tore fresh wounds in his already shredded back. The movement sent new waves of pain through the damaged median nerves. Then, exhausted, he would sag down again, beginning another cycle of suffocation. Push up on mutilated feet to breathe. Sag down into suffocation. Breathe. Suffocate. Breathe. Suffocate.

      For six hours.

      At approximately 3 PM, Jerusalem time, on a Friday afternoon in either 30 or 33 AD, God's heart stopped beating. The electrochemical signals in his brain ceased. The One who said "I AM" wasn't anymore—at least not in any way that would have registered on an EKG.

      If this doesn't disturb you, you haven't understood it yet.

      THE IMPOSSIBILITY WE REFUSE TO FACE

      In my thirty years of theological study, I've observed how desperately Christianity tries to avoid this offense to reason. We've developed elaborate theological mechanisms—philosophical escape hatches, doctrinal safety nets, systematic workarounds—anything to avoid confronting the raw fact that Christianity's central claim is that God experienced mortality.

      The early church fathers tied themselves in philosophical knots trying to explain it away. "The divine nature didn't suffer," they assured their congregations, "only the human nature." As if you could split a person down the middle like a piece of fruit, keeping one half fresh while the other rots. The Councils of Ephesus and Chalcedon produced formulas of breathtaking sophistication: two natures in one person, without confusion, without change, without division, without separation. Beautiful words. Necessary words, even. But words that, if we're not careful, can become a narcotic that numbs us to the scandal.

      Because here's what actually happened: The One who holds the universe together by the word of his power lost the power to hold his own bladder. The One who numbers the hairs on every head had his beard ripped out by the roots. The One who clothes the lilies of the field hung naked, exposed to the mocking stares of passersby who wagged their heads and said, "He saved others; he cannot save himself."

      They were right, of course. He couldn't save himself. Not because he lacked the power, but because divine love had backed itself into an impossible corner. To save us, he couldn't save himself. To defeat death, he had to enter it. To break the prison, he had to become a prisoner.

      Martin Luther understood this paradox when he spoke of the "crucified God"—not just a God who observed crucifixion but one who experienced it. During the Heidelberg Disputation of 1518, Luther distinguished between theologians of glory who seek God in power and theologians of the cross who find God in suffering. "That person does not deserve to be called a theologian who looks upon the invisible things of God as though they were clearly perceptible in those things which have actually happened," he wrote. "He deserves to be called a theologian, however, who comprehends the visible and manifest things of God seen through suffering and the cross."

      The visible and manifest things of God seen through suffering and the cross. Not despite suffering but through it. Not around the cross but in it. The death of God isn't an embarrassment to be explained away but the revelation of who God truly is.

      Consider what Jürgen Moltmann wrote after witnessing the horrors of World War II. As a German soldier who survived the firebombing of Hamburg and spent three years in a POW camp, he couldn't reconcile a God of power with the reality of Auschwitz. His answer came not in explaining suffering but in finding God within it. In "The Crucified God," he argues that the cross is not something that happened to God but something that happened in God. The Trinity itself was ruptured. The Father experienced the infinite pain of losing the Son. The Son experienced the infinite pain of losing the Father. The Spirit experienced the infinite pain of holding them together in love even as they were torn apart.

      "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" These words from Psalm 22, cried out by Jesus at the ninth hour, represent the most terrifying moment in cosmic history. God is asking God why God has abandoned God. This is not playacting. This is not the human nature speaking while the divine nature remains serene. This is the Son experiencing what no member of the Trinity had ever experienced in all eternity: separation, abandonment, the silence of heaven.

      The church has a word for this: hell. On that Friday afternoon, God went to hell. Not after death, not in some spiritual sense, but right there on the cross. Hell is not primarily a place of fire and brimstone; it's the absence of God's presence. It's the creature cut off from the Creator. It's existence without the source of existence. And God went there. God experienced godlessness.

      WHEN THEOLOGY MEETS TRAGEDY

      Throughout my years in ministry, I've sat with countless people facing the death of God in their own lives. Not the historical death on Calvary but the experiential death of everything they believed God to be. The mother whose child dies despite desperate prayers. The faithful servant struck down by meaningless disease. The devoted believer whose life crumbles while watching the wicked prosper.

      I remember counseling a woman whose six-year-old son died of a brain tumor. She had done everything "right"—prayed without ceasing, claimed the promises, gathered the elders for anointing, activated prayer chains across three continents. The tumor grew anyway. Her son died anyway. Her God—the God who answers prayer, rewards faith, protects children—died with him.

      "Where was God when my baby was suffering?" she asked me, not with anger but with genuine bewilderment.

      The only honest answer I could give her was the one nobody wants to hear: God was on the cross, experiencing death. Not watching it, not permitting it, not orchestrating it for some greater good, but experiencing it. The God who couldn't stop the crucifixion (because stopping it would mean humanity remains unsaved) is the same God who enters every human crucifixion, every death, every moment of godforsakenness.

      This isn't comfort in the traditional sense. It doesn't explain why children die or why prayers go unanswered. But it does mean that in the darkest moment of human experience—the moment when God seems most absent—God is most present, not as solution but as fellow sufferer, not as answer but as companion in the question.

      Paul understood this when he wrote that Christ "made him to be sin who knew no sin." Not that Jesus was punished for our sins as some cosmic whipping boy while remaining personally innocent. Rather, in some inexplicable way, the Holy One entered into the experience of sin itself—the experience of separation from God. The One who had never known a moment's distance from the Father's love suddenly found himself in the far country of divine abandonment.

      The medieval mystics grasped something we've lost. Julian of Norwich, writing in the 14th century after surviving the Black Death that killed half of Europe, didn't try to explain suffering. Instead, she had visions of Christ's passion where she saw that "our Lord's meaning is that we should know that He suffered, not only more than any man might suffer, but also that He suffered more than all men's pains that ever were since the beginning unto the last day." All human suffering gathered into one divine experience. Every death died in that one death. Every abandonment experienced in that one abandonment.

      THE HOLY SATURDAY WE SKIP

      We rush too quickly from Good Friday to Easter Sunday. We're uncomfortable with the gap, the silence, the absence. But Holy Saturday—that day between crucifixion and resurrection—may be the most profound day in the Christian calendar.

      Because on Holy Saturday, God was dead.

      I mean this quite literally. The Second Person of the Trinity was a corpse. The Word through whom all things were made was lying in a tomb, his body beginning the natural process of decomposition. Rigor mortis had set in. Blood had pooled in the lower portions of his body. The spark of life that had animated that flesh was gone.

      Hans Urs von Balthasar, the great 20th-century theologian, spent much of his career meditating on Holy Saturday. He argued that this wasn't just a pause between death and resurrection but a crucial part of the paschal mystery. Christ didn't just die; he entered into the state of being dead. He experienced not just dying but death itself—the complete cessation, the absolute end, the final silence.

      The ancient creeds tell us that he "descended into hell" or "descended to the dead" during this time. The Eastern Orthodox tradition depicts this in their icon of the Resurrection—not Christ emerging from the tomb but Christ in Hades, pulling Adam and Eve from their graves. He's not visiting death as a tourist but entering it as a resident. He's among the dead because he is dead.

      This is the scandal that Holy Saturday forces us to confront. The universe continued to exist while its Creator was deceased. The sun rose on Saturday morning over a world where God had a death certificate. Birds sang, waves crashed, hearts beat—all while the Heart of Reality lay still in a Palestinian tomb.

      How is this possible? How can existence continue when the Source of existence has ceased to exist?

      The church fathers wrestled with this question. Gregory of Nyssa wrote about the "admirable exchange"—God takes on mortality so that mortality might take on immortality. Athanasius declared, "He became what we are that we might become what he is." But these formulations, brilliant as they are, still don't fully explain the mechanics of divine death. They point to its purpose but not its possibility.

      Perhaps that's the point. Perhaps Holy Saturday exists to shatter our systematic theologies, to resist our attempts at tidy explanations, to leave us in that uncomfortable space where faith is actually required because understanding has reached its limit.

      I think of the disciples on that Saturday. Everything they believed had been crucified. The Messiah was dead. The kingdom hadn't come. The revolution had failed. They huddled in locked rooms, not yet knowing about resurrection, sitting in the absolute absence of hope. This is the human condition without Easter—and God entered it fully, not skipping to the resolution but dwelling in the desolation.

      THE KENOSIS AND DIVINE VULNERABILITY

      Paul gives us our deepest theological window into this mystery in Philippians 2:5-8. Christ Jesus, "though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross."

      That word "emptied"—kenosis in Greek—has generated centuries of theological reflection. What does it mean for God to empty himself? What did he give up? What did he retain?

      The Russian theologian Sergius Bulgakov proposed that kenosis began not at the incarnation but at creation itself—that God's act of creating something other than himself was already a form of self-limitation, making space for the other to exist. The incarnation and crucifixion were the ultimate expressions of this divine self-emptying, God making himself vulnerable to creation's freedom, even the freedom to kill him.

      Thomas J. J. Altizer, the radical theologian, pushed this to its extreme with his "death of God" theology. He argued that in Christ, God literally ceased to be the transcendent Other and poured himself completely into immanence. While most orthodox theologians reject Altizer's conclusions, his work forces us to confront how radical the kenosis really is. This isn't God pretending to be weak while maintaining a reserve of hidden power. This is genuine divine vulnerability.

      The cross reveals that God's power is not like earthly power. It's not coercive but persuasive. Not dominating but serving. Not controlling but liberating. It's the power of absolute love, which means it's the power of absolute vulnerability. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote from his Nazi prison cell, "God lets himself be pushed out of the world on to the cross. He is weak and powerless in the world, and that is precisely the way, the only way, in which he is with us and helps us."

      THE ONGOING CRUCIFIXION

      The death of God isn't just a historical event that happened once on a Friday afternoon in first-century Palestine. In some mysterious way, it continues. The crucified God remains crucified in every human suffering, every injustice, every death.

      During my research on Paul's theology, I spent time studying his remarkable claim in Colossians 1:24: "I am filling up what is lacking in Christ's afflictions for the sake of his body." What could possibly be lacking in Christ's afflictions? The atonement is complete. Salvation is accomplished. Yet Paul suggests that Christ continues to suffer in his body, the church.

      Dorothee Sölle, the German liberation theologian, wrote powerfully about this after witnessing the suffering in Latin American barrios. She argued that Christ is crucified wherever humans are crucified. Every tortured political prisoner is Christ tortured. Every starving child is Christ hungry. Every victim of injustice is Christ wronged. The cross isn't just a past event but a present reality wherever suffering exists.

      This doesn't mean all suffering is redemptive or that God causes suffering for mysterious purposes. Rather, it means God enters all suffering, experiences it from within, transforms it by presence even when unable to eliminate it by power.

      I've seen this in hospital chaplaincy. The most powerful moments aren't when I can offer explanations or promises of healing but when I can simply be present in the darkness, acknowledging that God too knows what it's like to be abandoned, to suffer, to die. The God who died on Friday afternoon is the God who enters every human Friday afternoon, every moment when life becomes death, every experience of godforsakenness.

      LIVING THE CRUCIFORM LIFE

      What does it mean for us to follow a God who dies? How do we pattern our lives after the Crucified One?

      Paul tells us: "I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me." This isn't metaphor but reality. Baptism, as Romans 6 makes clear, is participation in Christ's death. We go under the water (death) and rise from it (resurrection). But the dying isn't once and done. Jesus says, "Take up your cross daily." Daily death. Daily crucifixion. Daily participation in the divine pattern of life through death.

      The mystics understood this. John of the Cross wrote about the "dark night of the soul"—not just difficult seasons but necessary deaths where everything we thought we knew about God dies so that the true God can be encountered. Meister Eckhart prayed, "God, rid me of God"—let the God of my concepts die so the living God can appear.

      But this dying isn't morbid or masochistic. It's the pattern of reality itself. The grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies to bear fruit. The caterpillar dissolves into undifferentiated goo in the chrysalis before emerging as a butterfly. Stars die in supernovas that create the elements necessary for life. Death and resurrection isn't just a spiritual truth but the pattern written into the fabric of the universe.

      I think of the testimony of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who lived this truth to its ultimate conclusion. His letters from prison reveal a man who had discovered that following Christ meant accepting death—not just physical death (though that came on April 9, 1945, when he was hanged at Flossenbürg) but daily death to self, to security, to the comfortable Christianity that wouldn't resist evil. "When Christ calls a man," he wrote, "he bids him come and die."

      The camp doctor who witnessed Bonhoeffer's execution wrote: "In the almost fifty years that I worked as a doctor, I have hardly ever seen a man die so entirely submissive to the will of God." He had learned the secret—that the God who died on Friday afternoon is the God who transforms every human Friday afternoon into a doorway to resurrection.

      THE DEATH THAT KILLS DEATH

      But here's the paradox that changes everything: God's death is the death of death.

      By entering death fully, completely, without reservation or protection, God breaks death from the inside. Not by overpowering it with superior force but by exhausting its power. Death can only rule those who fear it, and God demonstrates absolute fearlessness by embracing it completely.

      The Eastern Orthodox tradition captures this in their Paschal hymn: "Christ is risen from the dead, trampling down death by death." Not trampling down death by power or might or immortality, but by death. His death. God's death.

      Gregory of Nyssa explained it through the image of a fishhook. Death swallowed the bait (Christ's humanity) and was caught on the hook (Christ's divinity). In trying to consume Life itself, Death choked. In trying to contain the Infinite, the finite was shattered.

      But this only works because the death was real. If Jesus only appeared to die (as the Docetists claimed), if divinity kept him somehow immune from real death (as we often unconsciously believe), then death remains undefeated. The victory requires actual defeat. The resurrection requires real death. Easter requires Good Friday—not as prelude but as prerequisite.

      This is why the scandal of divine death cannot be softened, explained away, or systematized into comfort. It must remain scandalous, must continue to offend, must keep breaking our categories. Because a God who can die is a God who has entered the human condition completely. A God who has died is a God who knows our worst fear from the inside. A God who chooses death is a God whose love transcends every limit we thought divine love had.

      The church father Cyril of Alexandria wrote, "We must not say that an ordinary man died for us, but that he who died for us was God incarnate." God incarnate died. Let those words break your theological systems. Let them shatter your philosophical categories. Let them scandalize your religious sensibilities. Because in that shattering, that scandal, that breaking, space is created for encounter with the God who is bigger than our systems, more mysterious than our categories, more scandalous than our sensibilities.

      The nails went through the median nerve. The spear pierced the heart. The blood and water flowed out. The breathing stopped. The brain ceased functioning. God died.

      And because God died, death is different. Not eliminated—not yet. But inhabited. Transformed. Defeated from within. The tomb that received God's body on Friday afternoon became the womb of new creation on Sunday morning. But without Friday, there is no Sunday. Without death, no resurrection. Without the scandal of divine mortality, no gospel of eternal life.

      This is the stumbling block at the heart of Christian faith: God dies every Friday. In Christ's death once for all. In our baptism and daily dying. In every human suffering where Christ suffers. In every experience of godforsakenness where God experiences forsakenness.

      The scandal remains. The mystery persists. The paradox refuses resolution.

      God dies. God lives. Both true. Both necessary. Both scandalous.

      And in that scandal lies our salvation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            FAITH REQUIRES ATHEISM

          

        

      

    

    
      "The God who lets us live in the world without the working hypothesis of God is the God before whom we stand."

      Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote these words from his Nazi prison cell in 1944, six months before he was hanged at Flossenbürg concentration camp. He called it "religionless Christianity"—faith stripped of its comfortable certainties, its tidy explanations, its domesticated deity. The God who abandons us to a godless world is, paradoxically, the only God worth believing in.

      This paradox has haunted me throughout my theological journey. How can faith require a kind of atheism? How can believing in God necessitate rejecting "God"? How can the path to the true God lead through the demolition of every God we think we know?

      The answer lies in the second commandment, that strange prohibition that immediately follows the declaration of divine identity: "You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth."

      Why would the God who just thundered "I am the Lord your God" immediately forbid visual representation? If God had just revealed himself so dramatically at Sinai—thunder, lightning, trumpet blasts, the whole mountain wrapped in smoke—why prohibit images that might help people remember and worship?

      The answer is that God knew what we would do with those images. We would shrink the infinite to fit our comprehension. We would domesticate the wild holiness of divinity. We would create a God who looked suspiciously like us, thought like us, voted like us, hated the same people we hated.

      THE GOLDEN CALF WE NEVER STOP MAKING

      Consider what happened with the golden calf. Moses is up the mountain for forty days, and the people panic. "Make us gods who shall go before us," they tell Aaron. So he collects their gold jewelry, melts it down, and fashions a calf. "These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!"

      Notice the plural: "gods." Notice the claim: these gods "brought you up out of the land of Egypt." They're not abandoning Yahweh for a different deity; they're trying to capture Yahweh in a form they can understand and control. The calf isn't a rival to God—it's a domestication of God. It's taking the wild, terrifying, uncontrollable presence that just shook the mountain and reducing it to something manageable, something that fits their agricultural frame of reference.

      This is what we always do with God. We take the Mystery and make it mundane. We take the Wholly Other and make it wholly ours.

      Throughout my years of theological research, I've observed this pattern repeated endlessly. Every generation, every culture, every denomination creates its own golden calf. The Republican God who wraps himself in the flag and endorses tax cuts. The Democrat God who sounds remarkably like a progressive activist with a theology degree. The prosperity God who wants you rich. The therapeutic God who wants you happy. The fundamentalist God who's obsessed with sexual purity. The liberal God who's obsessed with inclusion.

      Each congregation worships its own carefully crafted idol, designed to reflect its own values, validate its own choices, vindicate its own prejudices. We're all Aaron, melting down our theological gold to create a God we can manage.

      THE MYSTICS WHO KNEW BETTER

      The ancient Christian mystics understood this danger. That's why they developed what they called apophatic theology—the way of negation, the path of un-knowing. Instead of saying what God is, they said what God is not. Instead of capturing God in concepts, they released God from every concept.

      Pseudo-Dionysius, writing in the 6th century, put it this way: "God is not soul or mind... not essence, not eternity or time... not wisdom, not intellect or intelligence... not one, not unity, not divinity or goodness... God is beyond assertion and denial."

      Do you hear the radical nature of this claim? God is not even "one"—because oneness is a mathematical concept, and God transcends mathematics. God is not even "good"—because goodness as we understand it is a human category, and God transcends human categories. Every positive statement about God, no matter how exalted, becomes a limitation, a boundary, a cage.

      Gregory of Nyssa, one of the Cappadocian Fathers, described the spiritual journey as moving from light to darkness. Not from ignorance to knowledge but from false knowledge to learned ignorance. Moses first encounters God in the burning bush (light), then in the cloud on Sinai (mixture of light
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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