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  At the age of twenty-five I was hit by a truck. A large industrial truck loaded with gravel. The driver hit my little car because of someone else’s error, and the results for me included permanent injuries and brain damage. Two years after that accident, when I was still coming to grips with how those few minutes were changing my life, I began to write this book.




  It’s not the story of my hardships, nor the story of how I’ve grown amid hardships, as important as that tale is (to me, anyway). Instead it’s the vast story of God at work in the world, the Lover who has pursued his wayward beloved across millennia despite hardships I can scarcely imagine. I tell this story because I don’t think I’m the only person who needs to know that I’m part of a tale much bigger than the one that started on my birthday. My life is not an indie film in which I’m the director and the star. I’m a small but valued player in an epic masterpiece in which God is the Director and the Star. So are you.




  God has an annoying habit of not telling me why my scenes go the way they do. However, he has given me an overview of the whole story and has explained some of the past scenes. The Bible is the definitive account of how God’s epic unfolded from the creation of the world through about A.D. 100. It closes with a glimpse of the glorious finale that has not yet taken place. It’s a huge help when I have to decide how to play a scene, or when I’m frustrated and want to quit. It’s also a ripping good yarn.




  Yet lots and lots of people who revere the Bible don’t get around to reading more than a few famous lines here and there. They don’t know what to do with stories and poetry and letters written twenty or thirty centuries ago in Hebrew or Greek. I was trained how to read something written long ago and hear it speaking afresh to my generation, how to research an ancient culture to fill in the background the original readers already knew. I’ve written several dozen study guides on books of the Bible, so my head is deep into the ancient world. But not everyone has the time or aptitude for that. I’ve read the Bible with heroin addicts and engineers, survivors of child sexual abuse and parents with toddlers. All of these people have needed to know that God is not an abstract doctrine, but a Person, and that they are part of a great story that is good and beautiful and true.




  So I decided to write a guided tour of the great story that doesn’t make it seem boring. Story of Stories isn’t fiction—I haven’t invented any scenes, and if you see dialogue in quotation marks, it’s word-for-word from the New International Version (NIV) translation of the Bible. Yet I’ve tried to show how gripping, sometimes funny, sometimes heartbreaking the story is if you know what’s going on. I’ve included background information that’s not found in the Bible itself but that will help you understand what’s happening and why.




  Did I mention funny? It turns out that God has a sense of humor, especially about the gap between what people think they know and what they really know. If you don’t like irony, this may not be the book for you. After all, I’m the person God hit with a truck.




  There are many different ways to use this book. You can read Story of Stories cover to cover like a novel, or you can sample what it says about a specific section or book of the Bible. You may wish to read a chapter, or part of a chapter, each day in your personal or family devotions. If you’re just about to read through a particular part of the Bible, you might find it helpful to get the background here first. The table of contents in the front and the index in the back can help you find particular passages.




  For the past five hundred years or so, passages in the Bible have been referenced by book, chapter and verse. The name of the book comes first, then the chapter number(s) and then, after a colon (:), the verse number(s), if any. For example, Genesis 1–3 means the first three chapters of the book of Genesis. Genesis 1:1 means the book of Genesis, chapter one, verse one. In books with only one chapter, just the verse number is used, for example, Obadiah 12. The chapter and verse divisions were added many centuries after the Bible was written, and they often don’t provide an accurate indication of the natural divisions within the biblical books. However, they do help us find particular places in the Bible easily, so I use them throughout this volume.




  I have left out many, many details from the story—not because they’re unimportant, but for several reasons. First, I want to give you the big picture. Second, I want to give the most help with the parts of the story that are hardest for readers today. It kills me to cover Jesus’ Galilean ministry with his disciples in one chapter, but for readers today the Gospels are much easier than, say, the Prophets.




  Third, this is not a scholarly reference book. It is, however, thoroughly researched. The technical work and theological reflections of many scholars—more than could possibly be listed—have gone into it. Biblical scholars differ on many important points of interpretation and continue to debate them actively. But every position taken in this book has significant support within these scholars’ debates, particularly among those who honor the Bible as the inspired and authoritative Word of God.




  There are plenty of good reference texts available, but they often deal with debates that leave ordinary readers in the dust. So I’ve chosen to tell the story of God reaching down to mortals—which is truly the story of all stories—as if we were talking in my living room, yet with the deepest respect for God and his Book. I hope this telling motivates you to read the Bible itself with a sense of its flow, its drama and, above all, its main character, who invites you to join him in scenes that I look forward to hearing retold at the end of days.




   




  Karen Lee-Thorp




   




  Part One
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  A Promise of Deliverance




   




   




  1


   


  Beginnings




  Genesis 1–3
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  Inside most of us is a nagging feeling that things aren’t going the way they were meant to go. We’re not the people we were meant to be. And there’s more to life than meets the eye. So we start asking questions:




  What’s going on?




  Is there any point to this exercise?




  Does anybody care?




  How did we get into this mess, anyway?




  Genesis is a Greek word meaning “beginning.” The book of Genesis is the first book of the Bible, so it is (not surprisingly) about beginnings—of the earth, the human race, marriage, languages—and also of how we got into this mess. It launches the tale of the making, breaking and restoring of the friendship between God and humans.




  “God” is the name Genesis uses in its first sentence to name a Being with personality and aliveness, a Being who is communicating to us from beyond our world. Genesis doesn’t argue for this Being’s existence; it assumes it. After all, according to tradition the book was written by a man named Moses who had an intimate friendship with this God. To the writer of Genesis, God’s existence seemed obvious.




  The events of Genesis occurred long before Moses was born. Many of them were passed down orally from generation to generation among his people, the Hebrews. Some were probably written family records. And Moses got the straight story from God when God assigned him to write the book. Imagine penning a book by discussing the material with a Being you could not see but whose presence and personality you were constantly aware of. To Moses, this was not spooky stuff—God was his Boss and Comrade.




  Moses was the leader of a motley rabble of fugitive slaves who wanted to know just what we want to know: How did we get into this situation? What’s going on? And who is this God? So Moses wrote, “In the beginning . . . ”




  Creation




  “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1). God has always existed. He is perfectly, exuberantly content in himself, but he enjoys expressing his personality in making things. He is not a force like electricity, or a concept, but a Being with character and creativity and life. In fact, he is the very essence of those things.




  Moses wrote in Hebrew, and in Genesis his word for God is Elohim. In Hebrew, el means “god” and elohim means “gods.” But God is one God, not a group of distinct gods. Moses used the plural to convey God’s majesty, his endless potential. It’s like spelling his name with capitals.




  God’s way of creating is to speak things into existence. His word is so powerful that he simply uttered, “Light!” and the whole spectrum of electromagnetic energy with all its intricate properties came into being.




  God took six “days” to create the physical universe. (It’s unclear what a “day” was before the earth rotated and revolved around the sun.) He started with a formless, empty void. On the first three days he gave form to what was formless by organizing atoms into energy and matter, air and water and land. On the second three days he filled what was empty: the universe with stars, moons and planets; the skies and seas with birds and fish; and the earth with animals and a special creature called adam in Hebrew.




  The word adam has traditionally been translated as “man,” but today many people feel this term excludes women. That’s not the intention here. Genesis 1 is clear that “man” has two sexes, male and female, and together they reflect the glory of their Creator. We’ll use “man” here so that later in the biblical story, when we get to the important phrase “Son of Man,” you can hear the story echoing Genesis.




  To manage all of his earthly creation, God made this creature called “man” in his own image. Not in his physical image (God isn’t a material being), but with abilities to reason, to create, to make moral choices and to love. Genesis says that God made man “from the dust of the ground” (the Hebrew word adam is related to the word for “ground,” adamah), but this dust creature was something with which God could relate person to person. Man would be his friend and the resident manager of his earth.




  God looked at the ordered and life-filled world he had made, and he pronounced it “very good” (Genesis 1:31). It was so splendid that he took another whole day and rested to enjoy it. (God is a dedicated artist, but he’s no workaholic.)




  Focus on Man




  Genesis describes the creation from the perspective of our earth. The rest of the universe is not the point of the story, even though it is just as precious to its Creator. Likewise, after Genesis 1, the Bible zeros in on humans and pays little attention to the rest of the earth. Geology and botany are very important to the God who invented rocks and plants, but they are not what the Bible is about.




  The invention of man was a risk, the consequences of which the all-knowing God could already foresee. Sun, ocean, tree and fish wouldn’t give God any trouble; they would do what he desired them to do according to the laws he had built into them. But a creature free to choose to obey and love could equally choose to betray and reject. And God had given that creature authority over the whole earthly creation. The one who uttered neutrons into existence was yielding much control over his masterpiece and exposing himself to the pain of jilted love. Pain! He could have existed into eternity without pain, but he risked anguish in order to have something outside himself to love that could love him back.




  This was the genius of God’s invention. He had previously made creatures who were pure spirit: they could reason, make moral choices and perceive qualities in God like his majesty. “Holy, holy, holy!” they cried as they worshiped him unceasingly for his greatness and perfection. But could they love? We don’t know. Perhaps angels love in a high, clear way, like a galaxy swirling its love for its maker. But perhaps a being needs feelings—even passion—to offer oneself to another vulnerably, to share something of God’s love that an angel can never know. God was a passionate, self-giving Being, and his angels were unable to appreciate this side of him. On the other side, animals had feelings but could not reason and make moral choices; their love lacked consciousness and maturity. Man was God’s ingenious hybrid—spirit and embodied soul, reason and passion, the finest reflection of himself that God could produce.




  So God put his first man in a garden where a mighty river and warm mist provided water for a lush array of fruit trees. To practice his Godlike qualities of creativity and authority, Adam (the first individual had the same name as the whole race) was to begin with gardening and naming the animals. To practice his ability to make moral choices, he received one restriction, so that he could choose whether to obey his Parent. In the middle of the garden grew “the tree of life” and “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” Adam could eat from any tree except the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Of the tree of life God said nothing.




  When Genesis focuses on man, it uses a personal name for Elohim, YHWH. English Bibles render this word as “the Lord” with capital letters, or as “Jehovah” or “Yahweh.” Modern scholars think “Yahweh” is the most probable original pronunciation, so we will use it (substituting “Yahweh” for “the Lord” in Scripture quotes). Yahweh had made Adam need relationship the way he needed food and water. Most of all he needed relationship with Yahweh, but he also needed it with someone physical like himself. None of the animals would suffice because they didn’t bear Yahweh’s image. Adam needed a partner who could share his noble work. So Yahweh took part of Adam and made a second dust creature like him. The two became man and woman, husband and wife. He would call her Eve, because she would become “the mother of all the living” (the name Eve is similar to the Hebrew word for “life”). They were completely open to each other, emotionally and physically. They were an inseparable unity: “one flesh.” Adam may have been the leader, but there was no dominating or manipulating.




  Treason




  Earth and its inhabitants were “very good.” All but one—an invader from outside the physical universe, a spirit who camouflaged himself as a snake. He had been the highest of God’s angelic servants until he rebelled. According to tradition, his name had been “morning star” (in Latin translation, Lucifer or “light bearer”), but it became Satan (“the adversary”) and Abaddon (“the destroyer”). He simply did not care to spend eternity loving and acknowledging his dependence on his Creator. He considered that boring and beneath him. So he declared his independence and set up a rival kingdom.




  That meant war. A number of spirit beings joined with the rebel while the rest fought for God. When his direct attack failed, Satan resolved to strike at God indirectly by corrupting his physical creation. He would smash the hopes of this foolish God who tied his own hands by giving choice to dust creatures. He would claim earth for his own kingdom, reduce its inhabitants to slavery and make them an eternal grief to their spurned Creator. (Note that Satan’s so-called freedom made others slaves.)




  Most of this information is inferred from comments scattered later in the Bible (such as Isaiah 14:12-15; Ezekiel 28:11-19; Revelation 12:1-9). In Genesis we see only the snake appearing to the woman as one of her harmless and loyal subjects. She was queen of her garden and feared nothing.




  First the serpent politely dropped a question: Did God really ban you from eating fruit from these fine trees? (How unreasonable! Tyrannical!)




  No, said the woman, “we may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.’” Now God had said nothing about touching the tree. Already his instructions and character were blurring in her mind.




  Into this tiny crack of doubt the viper thrust a wedge. “You will not certainly die,” he declared. (God is a liar!) “For God knows that when you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” (God doesn’t love you. He wants to keep you in slavery and ignorance. Rebellion is the only rational course to protect yourself.)




  Everything the woman knew about God’s loving care, his desire for her and Adam to rule the earth, his wisdom and gentleness—all was forgotten as she considered the snake’s charges. The fruit’s scent and color enticed her senses. And its deeper properties—its capacity to give her wisdom beyond what God had yet seen fit to grant—tantalized something else welling up within her. The serpent knew its name, though she did not. The name belonged to the knowledge of evil she had not yet tasted. It was pride.




  So this woman—who lived in unimaginable luxury as queen of virtually all she surveyed—chose to grab for yet more status and sensual pleasure. Had she waited, would God have given her the sweet fruit with the joy of knowledge in his own time? We can’t say, for she elected what the Bible calls sin—falling short of God’s best, rejecting his instructions, seeking to take by force what he would give by grace.




  But the snake hadn’t won yet. The man was the senior partner in this marriage, and he might still have run to his Lord and begged pardon for his bride. We don’t know what might have happened if the man had done that.




  Because he didn’t. The story tells us that Eve was deceived (maybe Adam didn’t explain Yahweh’s command to her properly), but Adam made a clear-eyed choice. Understanding the implications, he chose pride and sensuality over patience and trust. And when both of them had eaten the fruit, they understood evil from the inside. They felt guilty, exposed, shameful. They tried to cover their naked bodies. When Yahweh came to enjoy their company, what had before been delight was now sheer terror. Something in their minds had been twisted so that their perceptions of reality were distorted. They were paranoid—their beloved Friend seemed a grim enemy. They hid.




  Yahweh knew what had happened. But in order to give every chance for a change of heart, he called out from a distance, “Where are you?” Are there any shreds of sanity that I can reach?




  Instead of a gentle probe, the deluded man heard a harsh demand. Instead of crying out for forgiveness, he made excuses and blamed the woman—“the woman you put here with me”—for the trouble. She blamed the snake. The diagnosis was clear: acute paranoid psychosis. No signs of remission.




  Heaven wept. The ache of rejection touched the Infinite One, and he embraced it. A spurned Lover, a betrayed Parent, he could have battered these rebels back into submission.




  But Yahweh had foreseen this tragedy long before he formed these choosing creatures. He already had a plan to deal with their loss of mental and moral health, a plan that would astonish not only the fallen spirits who thought him mad, but also the loyal ones who knew only the cool obedience of pure reason. When God wooed these renegades back with love instead of power, the cosmos would marvel and understand.




  Yahweh’s first step was to curse the snake. It would eat dust for the rest of its existence—a hint of degradation, but also an ominous sign because man was made of dust. Furthermore, the battle for the earth was not over. There would be permanent war between the descendants of the woman who served Yahweh and the descendants of the serpent who served him. And one day a descendant of this woman would finally crush the snake, even though he would be bitten in the contest.




  Next Yahweh turned to the woman. The price of choosing pride and delusion was the warping of womanhood: childbearing would be agony and marital partnership would degenerate into lust, futile craving for intimacy and fearful domination.




  The man’s cost was a curse on his beloved earth. He would still have the dignity of tending it, but his labor would be bitter toil ending in the futility of death and dust.




  There was no cruelty in these judgments. The joys of marriage and childbearing and fruitful labor were not wholly taken away, and Yahweh was merely declaring the natural consequences of the humans’ choice. He had warned that stealing the fruit would bring death, and so it had: moral death, the death of friendship with God and intimacy between man and wife, the death of clear thinking and feeling—with a scent of corruption permeating every aspect of life.




  Physical death would come too. Yahweh banished the humans from the garden so that they would not also steal from the tree of life. For as much as it grieved him to see his beloved ones decay and die, it would be far worse for them to live forever physically in moral and relational death. He planned to use physical death to restore real life.




  As a sign of this, he killed an animal for the first time and used its skin to clothe his humans. Innocent blood was shed to cover their shame. It would not be the last time.




  Questions for Reflection and Discussion




  

    	Yahweh is the main character of this story. What can we learn about him from this beginning? How would you describe him?




    	Where do you see in your own life, or the lives of those around you, these aspects of humanness:



      

        	We are made by someone else, not self-made.




        	We are made in God’s image.




        	We have the inclination to take by force what God would give by grace.




        	We hide from God.




        	We need relationships, but we handle them badly.




        	Our labor is often bitter toil, ending in dust.


      


    




    	As bad as things are at the end of Genesis 3, there is a glimmer of hope: a promise. What is that promise?


  




  2


   


  The Spread of Corruption




  Genesis 5–11




  [image: 5990_CHAPTER.jpg]




  In one day Adam and Eve fell from being lords of a garden paradise to being subsistence farmers struggling to eke out a crop using stone tools and sweat. They could no longer chat with Yahweh familiarly but had to learn formal rites through which to worship him. They were helpless to shake off the serpentine smog that had infected their minds, hearts and wills. Their one hope was the promise that a child of Eve would break the viper’s corrupting power.




  That promise was on the snake-spirit’s mind, too, no doubt. When Eve bore her first two sons, he conceived a plan to foil God’s intent. He easily seduced the older son, Cain, into pride, jealousy of his brother’s favor with God and eventually murder. That got rid of the younger son, who might have become the devil’s foe.




  Yahweh might have killed Cain for his crime, but he didn’t. In mercy he only banished Cain from his presence and predicted that he would pass his life as a restless, dissatisfied wanderer. Yahweh even marked Cain in some way to protect him from vengeance by any of Adam’s future children. Cain married someone (a sister?) and had children, and his children had children. But it was always like father, like son. Cain’s great-great-great-grandson was Lamech, a wanton prince who boasted that he would kill a man even for injuring him. He raised some ingenious sons dedicated to mastering nature and raising a civilization. (One son invented nomadic shepherding, a second musical instruments and a third metalsmithing.) They were making it without God and proud of it. Fortunately, Cain was not the only son of Adam left.




  Adam fathered a herd of children, but the Bible focuses on just one—Seth. Seth’s descendants were a bit better than Cain’s; they did their best to humbly acknowledge their dependence on God. But none became the promised Deliverer. Each one fell in the end to death. The one exception, Enoch, lived such an exemplary life of love for God that he was taken to God without dying. It was a whisper of hope in a weary age.




  For the serpent was still at work behind the scenes. The Bible doesn’t mention him, but his fingerprints are all over the data. The line of Seth was pure; these were the true sons of the woman. But the line of Cain became more and more a viper’s brood with every generation. What if the two were blended? When you mix water and poison, which overcomes the other? If the only pure line of humans were tainted, then perhaps the Deliverer could never be born. Snakish reasoning.




  By this time the devil knew that even the noble sons of Seth were vulnerable to sexual seduction, and the brazen daughters of Cain knew how to seduce. The Bible says with its usual understatement, “The sons of God saw that the daughters of humans were beautiful, and they married any of them they chose” (Genesis 6:2). Thus the line in which the character of God still shone mixed with the one whose traits were mere debased humanness. The result was a race whom people considered “heroes . . . men of renown,” but whom God named the Nephilim, “the fallen ones.”




  He mourned. “Yahweh saw how great the wickedness of the human race had become on the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of the human heart was only evil all the time” (Genesis 6:5). Pride, lust, violence, exploitation—it was disgusting. Yahweh decided to wipe out the human race. (Did the devil chuckle when he heard this?)




  The Flood




  But Satan hadn’t won yet. There remained one descendant of the pure line of Seth. Noah was not the promised Deliverer, but he did honor Yahweh and try to live his way as much as possible.




  He probably prayed to Yahweh regularly for guidance, and one day he got more than he bargained for. Yahweh informed Noah that he planned to destroy all human and animal life on the earth with a massive flood. When Noah recovered from the shock, Yahweh gave him detailed instructions for building a wooden ship the size of an ocean liner. He was to bring two of every kind of animal (plus extras of certain species) with him and his family into the vessel so that the earth could be repopulated afterward.




  In a landlocked region hundreds of miles from the sea, Noah built his ocean vessel. His wife must have spent weeks trying not to notice the neighbors whispering. Imagine pairs of animals beginning to line up in your backyard. Then hauling them and their fodder into the dark wooden box shaped alarmingly like a casket. These people had some gutsy trust in their God. It was vindicated when the rain began to fall and fall and fall.




  For forty days eight humans and a lot of animals listened to rain pelt the ceiling of their ship. For another 110 days they floated aimlessly. Maybe they wondered as the months passed whether God had forgotten them, “but God remembered” (Genesis 8:1).




  The waters receded, and at last the ship landed on a mountaintop in what is now Turkey. Seven months later the waters were low enough for the whole crowd to emerge into the sunlight. After more than a year in a floating box, solid ground must have felt like heaven.




  The Rainbow Covenant




  Upon landing, almost the first thing Noah did was to sacrifice some of the extra animals as a gesture of thanks to Yahweh. It seems like a grisly thing to do, but Yahweh had commanded the practice to sear a lesson into his people’s minds: Human selfishness is ugly. Not only is it treason against the rightful King, but it smashes every relationship and stains the whole creation. It therefore merits the death penalty, and somebody has to pay the price. In his mercy, Yahweh accepted the blood of animals in exchange for that of humans. It was not a permanent solution.




  In response to Noah’s obedience, Yahweh made a covenant with him in the sunlight of a freshly scrubbed world never again to deal with human evil through annihilation. A covenant is an agreement between two parties: a marriage, a business contract, a political treaty, a friendship pact. Many covenants are two-sided agreements between equals. But the Bible records a series of covenants that God freely bestowed on people as acts of love and grace. These covenants tied God and people together like a marriage bond, a legal adoption into a family or a king’s agreement to rule a group of people with justice. The covenants were solemnly sealed with legal ceremonies.




  The covenant Yahweh made with Noah was his first with a member of the human race. The sign of his commitment never to destroy the earth again was light refracting through rain clouds into the full spectrum of the first rainbow. Sheer force had failed to achieve Yahweh’s goal: freely chosen love from his people. He had a better plan.




  Furthermore, Yahweh granted humans the right to eat meat (before this they presumably ate little or no meat) as long as they didn’t drink blood. To humans blood symbolized the mysterious power of life and they had devised magical rituals of drinking blood to try to preserve or increase their life force. However, life was Yahweh’s gift, and it was rebellion for people to try to take it against God’s will. Magic was the epitome of Adam’s sin: humans’ attempt to control power so they need not depend on Yahweh’s generosity.




  The Nations




  Yahweh sent the humans and animals off to repopulate the earth. It was just as well that he had sworn not to engulf the world again, for it didn’t take long for human perversity to reassert itself. Noah grew grapes and got drunk on wine. His youngest son, Ham, invited his brothers to mock the sot lying unconscious and mostly naked in his tent. Noah was livid when he awoke, and in his rage he prophesied the fates of all his descendants.




  He cursed the line of Ham’s son Canaan to be the slaves of his other sons’ offspring. The Canaanites became a wicked Caucasian people who lived in Palestine. (We’ll see what happened to them in chapter 9.) The rest of Ham’s descendants filled southwestern Asia and northeastern Africa. God chose not to include them in their father’s curse. One of them, Nimrod, founded the first “kingdom”—a state in which someone ruled not just a clan but a group of unrelated people—in Mesopotamia (modern Iraq). He did this by being the first to conquer subjects by force of arms. Nimrod was the first military dictator.




  Unlike Ham, Noah’s son Shem loved Yahweh. To him Noah passed on the ancient hope of fathering the Deliverer. To his third son, Japheth, Noah prophesied that his territory would be great and that one day his offspring would share Shem’s blessing of being God’s chosen ones. The Japhethites became Europeans and Asians. The Shemites became the people we call Semitic: Arabs, some Mesopotamians and Jews.




  Babel




  The descendants of Shem, Ham and Japheth bred prolifically. By 4000 B.C. (archaeologists tell us) there were a lot of little farming communities with stone-walled cities and rock-hewn wells. Many communities developed their own cults and dedicated themselves to their cultic gods. In rituals timed to the cycle of seasons, the people worshiped gods of rain, sun and fertility. The community’s chief was usually its priest.




  Eventually communities began to unite under one cult with one priest-king and one temple. The cult ran the kingdom. Those early religious states invented arithmetic to record economic transactions and astrological observations, and they invented writing for legends, songs, poems, laws and ethics.




  Naturally, the descendants of Noah all spoke the same language. This made the gathering of communities into kingdoms easier. The people of Nimrod’s kingdom believed they could control human destiny by reading the movement of the stars. To this end they invented the zodiac and horoscope. Their gods were the sun, moon and the five planets known to them. They decided to build an immense temple-tower as a staircase from earth to the heavens.




  On the same site we can still see the ruins of a tower called Birs Nimroud, perhaps a later attempted reconstruction. The base was built of mud bricks and tar in seven stages, like a staircase-hill. Each stage was painted a color that corresponded to one of the gods—black for Saturn, orange for Jupiter and so on. On top was a tower painted with the signs of the zodiac, in which the priests sought to reach the heavens by magical rites. This tower was 153 feet high and covered nearly four acres.




  The goal of the enormous tower was to win fame for its builders. They hated the idea that one day they would die and be forgotten, so they assuaged their wounded pride by striving for an immortal reputation (Genesis 11:4).




  Now, Yahweh intended to one day unite all humankind in love of each other and of him. But here they were uniting in honor of human pride and false gods (behind whom he saw spirit beings allied with Satan). Through their star magic, aided by their demon gods, they hoped to wrest control of human destiny from Yahweh. This was clearly another plan of that snake to rule the world through evil people.




  Yahweh had no intention of allowing a united world government on those terms. Unruffled, he simply touched the people’s minds so that they could no longer understand each other. That put a stop to this project. The builders had called their city Babel (Babylon), which meant “gateway to a god,” but Yahweh punned that it was really balal (translated “confused” in Genesis 11:9). A divine chuckle. Then Yahweh scattered the people over the earth. They carried with them their false worship and their pride, but they were no longer powerful enough to hinder Yahweh’s plan. It was an intricate strategy that set up his next critical move.




  Questions for Reflection and Discussion




  

    	How might each of these situations have derailed the promise of the Deliverer?



      

        	The tension between Cain and his brother




        	The corruption in the time of Noah




        	The attempt to build the Tower of Babel


      


    




    	What covenant does God made with Noah and his descendants, symbolized by the rainbow? How is this covenant important?




    	The Tower of Babel was an attempt to win fame. Why is fame so alluring? Has the allure of fame affected things you’ve chosen to do or not do? How?


  




  3


   


  God Chooses a Family




  Genesis 11:10–50:26
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  As Noah predicted, the line of Shem was the focus of Yahweh’s plan. Generations passed into centuries, wars flared here and there, the Babel debacle was dealt with, and inconspicuously a Shemite named Terah fathered three sons: Abram, Nahor and Haran.




  Terah was a herdsman near the prosperous and sophisticated city of Ur. It was a splendid site in Terah’s youth, until a horde of barbarians called Guti conquered the region. They squandered Ur’s wealth, let commerce and culture decline and exploited the local population. Still, Terah managed to raise his three sons and get all of them married.




  But eventually Terah decided he’d had enough of Ur and the Guti. (See map, page 348.) So he set off with his family for the land of Canaan, a thousand miles away. However, after covering six hundred miles, Terah called a halt in the town of Haran. Perhaps he’d heard that beyond Haran travel was a thirsty, risky business, and both the customs and climate of Canaan would be hard for an old man to adjust to. Haran, though, was more or less like Ur. Both towns were watered by the Euphrates River so they didn’t have to worry about rainfall, and in both towns the people worshiped the moon god Nannar and other astral deities. Terah’s family were probably moon worshipers as well. But there was also a family memory of a god named Yahweh.




  Back in Ur, before the family set out for Canaan, Abram had had a strange encounter with Yahweh. Was it a dream? A vision? An audible voice? It was a sevenfold promise out of the blue:




  

    	“I will make you into a great nation.”




    	“I will bless you.”




    	“I will make your name great.”




    	“You will be a blessing [to others].”




    	“I will bless those who bless you.”




    	“Whoever curses you I will curse.”




    	“All peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” (Genesis 12:2-3)


  




  All peoples. Even now, as Yahweh focused on a single family, he had all earth’s families on his heart. Most of them, from Peru to China, had forgotten he existed and went on with their lives as though no world-shattering promise had come to a herdsman in Iraq. But the snake knew. From this one would come the son of Eve.




  Greatness! Fame! Protection! And all Yahweh told Abram to do (at this point) was go to Canaan.




  To Canaan




  Abram didn’t actually manage to obey this instruction until Terah had died in Haran. By that time Abram was seventy-five years old—but better late than never.




  So after burying Terah, Abram set out on the four-hundred-mile trek. With him went his wife, Sarai, his nephew Lot and all of the animals and hired or purchased workers Terah had acquired in Haran. They would have had to find a caravan driver who knew the ropes, for between Haran and Egypt water was available only at closely guarded wells and springs. The driver had to know where those wells were, what route would assure that the animals could reach a well every evening, and how to negotiate payment for the water according to the local customs. At fifteen miles a day on foot, the trip would have taken about a month.




  Eventually the family arrived at Shechem in the very center of Canaan. From one of the two hills nearby, Abram could have looked over the whole country. There Yahweh appeared to him and added an eighth promise: “To your offspring I will give this land” (Genesis 12:7). This must have been the most staggering promise yet from Abram’s point of view, especially since the land was already teeming with thousands of Canaanites.




  And the Canaanites were a proud and unruly bunch. Each city was independent, and the communities constantly feuded among themselves over land and trading rights. Strangers planning to settle down among them were not always safe. So Abram led his caravan of family, servants, retainers, sheep, goats and donkeys south to the rugged land near the semi-desert Negev. This region sufficed for grazing but not for growing crops, so only a few herdsmen used it. Their life included watching for lions, jackals and bears, calling wandering sheep, carrying young lambs and kids, milking and shearing, mending tents and searching endlessly for grass and water.




  Faith and Obedience




  Yahweh’s great plan focused on a ragged nomad in the middle of nowhere. Not even an especially honest nomad: early on Abram fled Canaan during a drought and actually told his wife to say she was his sister so that Egypt’s ruler wouldn’t kill him to take her for his harem. And anyway, Abram reasoned, it wasn’t exactly a lie—Sarai was his half-sister.




  But Abram was strong raw material: perhaps he was fed up with the ritualized appeasement of vague and arbitrary gods, and was ready for a forthright give-and-take with a God with moral fiber. With a little coaching he could become the progenitor of a prime family through which he would bless the nations.




  So Abram lived a hundred years after he left Haran, and Yahweh spent the first forty leading him through a course designed to teach him one basic lesson: Trust and obey me, no matter what the situation looks like. The course went like this. On the one hand, Yahweh repeatedly got Abram out of messes and turned everything he touched to gold. But on the other hand he kept dangling that promise before Abram’s nose—“Your offspring will be countless and will possess this land”—and never so much as let Sarai get pregnant or allowed Abram to own a bucketful of real estate. Three decades of this drove Abram crazy. But when he tried to handle matters himself by seeking a surrogate mother in Sarai’s handmaid, he only ended up with a domestic nightmare. Slowly he learned that the only thing worse than waiting on Yahweh was not waiting on Yahweh. And in his better moments, even though he ranted about the raw deal he was getting, Abram was convinced deep down that he could trust Yahweh. The evidence of his Friend’s character outweighed that of the laws of nature. After all, who made the laws? This quality of faith was what Yahweh was striving for, the one criterion for the kind of friendship he longed to have with his human inventions.




  So Yahweh let Abram and Sarai endure thirty years of silence with only rare promises to hang onto. Why wasn’t he quicker? Because love trusts. Love waits because it knows the beloved’s character. Yahweh didn’t want to be loved because he always showed up on cue to grant wishes. He wanted to be trusted in the dark.




  Then suddenly, after a thirteen-year silence, Yahweh appeared in some kind of physical form on Abram’s doorstep. Over lunch, as though the two were old buddies who hadn’t seen each other for awhile, the visitor announced that Sarai would have a son the following year. He put a letter from his own name (the Hebrew “h”) into Abram’s and renamed him Abraham, “father of many.” He renamed Sarai as Sarah—“princess”—mother of nations and kings. (Renaming was an ancient way of claiming authority over someone as well as a way of declaring something essential about the person.) To Abraham’s male descendants he gave an unforgettable mark of loyalty: circumcision. It symbolized a self-cursing oath: “If I am not faithful to Yahweh, may he cut off me and my offspring as I have cut off my foreskin.” And to top it all off, Yahweh named the long-promised son Isaac (“he laughs”). Giving sons to ninety-year-old women in answer to thirty years of prayer was Yahweh’s idea of a joke—albeit a happy joke for Abraham and Sarah.




  Final Exam




  Abraham’s final test came when Isaac had grown to adolescence. One day Yahweh ordered Abraham to take Isaac to a certain mountain, slit his throat and burn the body. What? But “trust me” had been engraved into Abraham’s gut. The one nonnegotiable fact on which he had bet his life was that Yahweh would keep his promises, even if it meant raising Isaac from the dead. So Abraham didn’t have to lie awake at night worrying or try to put the ugly order out of his mind. He simply obeyed. When Isaac asked him why they weren’t bringing an animal to sacrifice, Abraham was able to reply that God himself would provide it. He didn’t know how, but he knew his Friend.




  And Isaac trusted his father and his God. He didn’t resist when Abraham tied him and laid him on the altar. And at the last instant, when Abraham was about to plunge the knife into his son’s throat, an angel stopped him. Abraham had demonstrated that nothing—not even his beloved son or his dreams of greatness—meant more to him than Yahweh. So because they were not idols, he could keep both son and dreams.




  Abraham lived long enough to see Isaac married with two sons, but he owned nothing but a field for a family burial plot (for which he paid an exorbitant sum). Yet he died content that just as Yahweh had fulfilled his promise of descendants, so he would someday fulfill his promise of land.




  Isaac




  Considering all the agony Abraham went through to get Isaac, you might think the Bible would say a lot about him. But it doesn’t. Isaac’s role in Yahweh’s plan was to raise his sons to be like his dad.




  Isaac and Rebekah more or less relived Abraham and Sarah’s life. Isaac became extremely rich; Rebekah was barren; Isaac even lied to a powerful prince that Rebekah was his sister for fear that the man might kill him to take her. Where have we heard that one before?




  Jacob’s Transformation




  When at last Rebekah became pregnant with twins, they were rivals from the start. They even came out of the womb competing to see who would be born first. Because the younger appeared grasping the older one’s heel, he was named Jacob, “heel-grasper.”




  Yahweh selected the younger twin to carry on the plan. It was not out of cruelty that Yahweh kept setting aside whole populations and choosing others who were in no way superior. On the contrary, by grooming the chosen branch in each generation (Abraham, then Isaac instead of Ishmael, then Jacob instead of his older brother Esau), Yahweh planned ultimately to bring blessing and deliverance to all the other peoples. To make the point that the non-chosen branches of the family were not forgotten, Genesis always includes short genealogies for them. Yahweh was also underscoring the fact that he had the right to choose whomever he wished and that he thought little of human criteria. He had selected an insignificant nomadic family—not sophisticated aristocrats or philosophers—out of all the families of the earth. He had closed Sarah’s womb and then opened it when she was ninety. And now he selected Isaac’s younger son when the human custom was to honor the firstborn.




  Jacob’s name suggested a man who would hold fast to his goals and duties, but it also implied “deceiver,” “supplanter.” Jacob was the true son and grandson of men who had lied more than once to save their own necks.




  So while Abraham’s training in trust was a matter of endless waiting, Yahweh had to put Jacob through an obstacle course to fairly beat out of him his bent to use guile to get what Yahweh would give by grace.




  Jacob was barely a teenager when he had to flee from home to escape his brother Esau’s wrath. He had swindled Esau out of the firstborn’s rights (a double portion of the inheritance, leadership of the family and the father’s blessing). He was scared as he began hiking northward five hundred miles from Isaac’s camp in Beersheba to his relatives’ place in Haran. In those days, a person was a fool to travel without a caravan of food, water and companions to discourage robbers. Jacob had neither a map nor a guide. And like most people of his day, he probably believed that his father’s God had power only in a particular locality—in this case, Canaan. Jacob had great confidence in his wits, but he was out of his depth.




  On Jacob’s first night out, Yahweh appeared to him at a spot called Bethel and repeated the covenant promises he had made to Abraham and Isaac. Land and descendants meant little to teenage Jacob, but he clung to one assurance: “I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you” (Genesis 28:15). Here was a God who claimed power anywhere in the world! Jacob made a deal with Yahweh: You take care of me and I’ll worship you. It was not quite the arrangement Yahweh had with Abraham, but it would do as a beginning.




  The Wrestler




  It took Yahweh twenty years to break Jacob. It took an uncle who was a worse cheater than Jacob was and two wives who treated him like a stud stallion to fuel their childbearing competition. It took twenty years of backbreaking work and endless bickering in his burgeoning tents. He became as rich as his dad and supported two wives, two concubines (slave semi-wives), thirteen children and a lot of servants. He thought he owed his success to his own cleverness, even though Yahweh really deserved the credit. Yet in the end Jacob’s uncle was mad enough at his good fortune to seize his family, so he tried to run again.




  But this time his uncle caught up with him, and even Jacob could see that only divine intervention, not his own cunning, saved his skin. He also finally faced the fact that running from broken relationships was futile. So although he was heading to Bethel and would pass nowhere near Esau’s land southeast of Canaan, Jacob sent a message to his brother that he was returning and wanted to be reconciled.




  Jacob spent the night before their meeting alone, having it out with Yahweh. He wasn’t so much concerned that Esau was coming with four hundred armed men who might slaughter his family. For the first time, he didn’t want something from God, he wanted God. In the night a man appeared to him and wrestled with him until dawn. In the morning, his hip was injured so that he limped, and he had a new name: Israel, “he struggles with God.” Like a proud stallion, Jacob had been broken to God’s hand over twenty years of wrestling. Though he limped from the struggle, he was transformed. No more “Jacob the deceiver,” cunning as a serpent; he was now a true son of the promise.




  Sibling Rivalry




  So Jacob-Israel settled down in Canaan and became a responsible patriarch over a large household and thriving livestock business. Everything was going smoothly except that his twelve sons were a delinquent gang capable of inflicting revenge on a whole town when one citizen raped their sister. Yahweh had slated Jacob’s sons to father the twelve tribes of Israel, the bearers of his plan, and they needed more of Yahweh’s discipline than Abraham, Isaac and Jacob put together.




  To mold the brothers for this role, Yahweh selected for special treatment number eleven, the adolescent Joseph, whose ten older siblings detested him for two reasons. First, he was Jacob’s pet. Second, he dreamed about his family bowing down to him as their master. So one day, the ten brothers sold Joseph as a slave to some merchants traveling to Egypt, then went home weeping and telling their father that a wild animal had eaten him.




  As Joseph’s dreams attested, Yahweh had grand intentions for him, but the road to greatness in Yahweh’s service is rarely without its potholes. As a slave Joseph rose to become the household manager for the captain of the Egyptian pharaoh’s guard. But the captain’s wife became insulted when he resisted her sexual advances, so she accused him of attempted rape. Joseph found himself in Pharaoh’s dungeon.




  By contrast, consider Joseph’s brothers back in Canaan. Reuben, the eldest, was disinherited for seducing one of his dad’s concubines. Son number four, Judah, had two of his sons killed by Yahweh for their depravity, but Judah blamed their widow, Tamar. He refused to marry his one remaining son to her, even though custom demanded it, and condemned her to childless widowhood. Desperate, she disguised herself as a prostitute and waited along a road she knew Judah was traveling. He hired her services and in pledge of payment gave her his staff and signature seal. When he got home, he tried to send payment, but no one had ever heard of this prostitute. Three months later, Tamar turned up pregnant, and when she was brought out to be executed for adultery, she practically threw the staff and seal in Judah’s face. Ashamed, he took her back into his house and took responsibility for her. She bore twin sons, Perez and Zerah, who became Judah’s sole heirs.




  While Reuben and Judah dallied, Joseph languished in Pharaoh’s jail until word reached Pharaoh that a certain Hebrew rotting in his prison was a master of dream interpretation. In the time it took Yahweh to give Joseph the meaning of Pharaoh’s latest dream and a strategy for handling the agricultural disaster it portended, Joseph went from dungeon rat to prime minister.




  Seven years later famine hit the whole Middle East. But news spread that Egypt had grain because the prime minister had been stockpiling it. People began to stream from everywhere to buy food.




  Jacob dispatched his ten older sons, but inexplicably the prime minister had them jailed as spies. (Joseph had recognized them immediately, but it never dawned on them that this thirty-eight-year-old, clean-shaven Egyptian lord might be the obnoxious teenager they had sold some twenty years earlier.) After three days he released all but one and declared that until they brought to Egypt the youngest brother they claimed to have, brother Simeon would sit in Pharaoh’s jail.




  The nine were aghast. They knew their God well enough to recognize his hand somewhere in all of this, punishing their cruelty to Joseph. And Jacob was beside himself when they returned without yet another of his sons. He wouldn’t hear of sending his youngest, Benjamin, to Egypt. But when the grain ran out and the children began to cry, he gave in. Reuben and Judah pledged their lives if they didn’t bring both Simeon and Benjamin home safely.




  Upon their return Joseph played some more mind games with them until they were convinced that Yahweh was destroying them for betraying their brother. When it was obvious that all of them had cracked under pressure, Joseph burst into tears and told them the whole story. It took several reassurances before they grasped that he was not about to execute them for their past malice. But Joseph had come to see that although they were responsible for their freely chosen crime, Yahweh had used it to save the whole Middle East from a desolating famine and especially to protect his chosen family from extinction.




  Out of gratitude to Joseph, Pharaoh invited his whole family to come and live in some of Egypt’s best land. Yahweh told Jacob to go. It so happened that the Egyptians considered herdsmen disgusting, so Pharaoh selected the fertile but out-of-the-way region of Goshen for Jacob’s clan to settle in. There would be no temptation to intermingle with the Egyptians and lose their family traditions.




  Into the Future




  On his deathbed, Jacob’s mind was on the all-important divine promises. He made Joseph promise to bury him with Abraham and Isaac in Canaan as a sign of faith that the land would one day be theirs. He also pronounced prophetic fatherly blessings on each of his sons, as well as on Joseph’s two sons. In these blessings he declared how the family inheritance would be distributed and foresaw what would happen in future centuries as his sons’ families became tribes of the great nation God had promised.




  First was the matter of the firstborn. Reuben had forfeited the eldest son’s rights. His tribe, therefore, would never fulfill its hope of greatness, and Reuben himself would inherit neither the headship of the family nor the double portion of property.




  Simeon and Levi, the next two eldest, had instigated the massacre to avenge their raped sister. Therefore, Jacob passed them over for the firstborn’s rights and said their tribes would be scattered among their brothers’ tribes.




  The fourth eldest was Judah. Despite his own failings he had not forfeited the right of headship, so Jacob declared that Judah would be the ruling tribe of Israel “until he to whom it [the scepter of kingship] belongs shall come” (Genesis 49:10). Whatever that meant. Did Jacob and sons think of the son of Eve? Surely the serpent did.




  The next six sons received their blessings in their turns—all double-edged, foreseeing both their greatness and their weakness. Then came Joseph, the eldest son of Jacob’s favorite wife. To him Jacob bequeathed the firstborn’s double portion. He adopted Joseph’s two sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, and gave each a full inheritance equal to that of Joseph’s brothers. Ironically, Ephraim was the younger of the two, but Jacob said that he would be the greater one. He recognized that Yahweh was giving to Ephraim, with no need for human scheming, what he himself had stolen from Esau.




  Joseph ruled in Egypt about another sixty years after Jacob’s death, raised his grandchildren and kept his heart on the covenant between his father and God. His last words to his family reassured them that Yahweh would one day bring them home to Canaan to take possession of it. Trusting in that conviction, he asked to be put in a coffin but not buried until the family could return to bury him with his ancestors in their promised home.




  Questions for Reflection and Discussion




  

    	What do you learn about Yahweh from the way he deals with Abraham and Sarah? With Isaac? With Jacob? With Joseph?




    	How does the story of the promise develop in Genesis 11–50?




    	Tamar plays a key role in the lineage of the promise. What do you think of her? Why?


  




  4


   


  Liberation




  Exodus 1:1–15:21
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  For two centuries the family of Jacob-Israel herded sheep and goats in the fertile Nile delta. After the arid pastures of southern Canaan, this was sheep heaven. The flocks were prolific, and so were the humans.




  The Egyptians left the filthy Hebrew shepherds alone with their animals and their strange uncivilized customs. In two hundred years the children of Israel picked up very little from the art, literature, religion, science and social life of the culture only miles away. They simply milked their goats, sheared their sheep, clung stubbornly to their one God and multiplied. Soon there were thousands of them.




  Meanwhile the Egyptian court forgot about Joseph. The dynasties of the Middle Kingdom were overrun by Hyksos, a Semitic people who regarded their fellow Semites as rivals. And the Egyptian lords who finally rooted the Hyksos out of their country were in no mood to be harboring huge enclaves of Semitic foreigners. After all (reasoned Pharaoh Ahmose, the founder of the eighteenth Egyptian dynasty and the man who finally expelled the Hyksos), if war broke out, these Israelites might side with our enemies and then leave when we are overwhelmed again.




  Ahmose was not about to let that happen. And since he wanted to build some fine cities for his glorious new dynasty, he enslaved all the Israelites, appointed slave masters to keep them in line and assigned them to forced labor in his fields and brickworks. But the more the Egyptians drove the Israelites, the more they seemed to breed like rabbits. Exasperated, the pharaoh decreed that all Hebrew boys must be killed at birth.




  A Savior Is Born?




  But Jochebed, a descendant of Jacob’s son Levi, resolved to protect her son from the slave masters. When he was three months old she put him in a basket and floated it in the Nile. Pharaoh’s daughter came down to bathe, found the baby and decided to raise him for reasons the Bible doesn’t explain. Not even Ahmose could dissuade his daughter, so a Hebrew joined the royal family. The princess named him Moses, which meant “is born” in Egyptian (her father’s name meant “[the god] Ah is born”) but also happened to sound like the Hebrew for “to draw out.”




  Moses was raised as an Egyptian noble, studying astronomy and astrology, music, history, literature and the practical wisdom of a sophisticated society. But while on the outside he was a smooth-chinned Egyptian aristocrat, on the inside he became a Hebrew hothead. He would go out to the fields and construction sites to watch his kinsmen and grind his teeth when a slave driver abused one of them.




  One day when Moses was about forty, he lost his temper and killed an Egyptian who was brutalizing an Israelite. The next day he saw two Hebrews fighting and intervened. One of the men shot back, “Who made you ruler and judge over us? Are you thinking of killing me as you killed the Egyptian?”




  His crime was known! Soon the current pharaoh (probably Thutmose III) was out to arrest and execute him. Moses fled to Midian, in southeastern Sinai. (See map, page 348.) The semi-desert and its tribes of wandering shepherds were a sharp change for a man raised in the luxurious Egyptian court, but Moses was safe from retribution. He married the daughter of a pagan priest and she bore him a son. For forty years he followed his father-in-law’s flocks from summer to winter pasture and back again.




  The Emissary Commissioned




  Meanwhile, Thutmose died and another pharaoh took the throne. The Israelites began to cry out to their God for freedom. That was what he was waiting for. He had not forgotten his covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. He had told Abraham that the chosen family would become slaves in a foreign land. The whole thing was a scheme to get the Israelites out of Canaan and off by themselves for a few hundred years. There they could multiply numerically without attracting hostile attention in Canaan. At the same time the Canaanites could become thoroughly depraved and deserving of judgment. And the Israelites could get enough of a taste of bondage to make them sick of authoritarian rule and desperate for a strong and merciful God.




  For as long as they were sleek and happy in Goshen, the Israelites were not desperate. They remembered the God of Jacob, but they forgot both his awesome majesty and his desire for the kind of friendship he’d had with Abraham. They rarely, if ever, used his name, Yahweh. He was just their tribal god.




  That attitude was going to end. Yahweh grieved to put his children through the anguish of bondage, but they had needed the discipline. And now he was about to liberate them.




  His grand plan centered around a certain broken-down, eighty-year-old shepherd in the wastes of Sinai. Moses was a long way from the refined gentleman he had been. Wind-burned and sun-darkened, his beard long and his hair wild, he was typecast to play the desert prophet marching into the Egyptian court. But Moses didn’t see it that way at all.
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