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Preface 

 —A Table Set for Many Voices— 

I once wrote, in a cold Frankfurt apartment, that love of the gospel does not sidestep the labor of clear thinking; faith and reason walk the same narrow street, shoulders brushing at every turn. That conviction carried me through the  Nature and Time trilogy, where I traced how wind-scarred mountains and contested memories shape our sight of God—first by listening to the physics of time, next by following the uneasy breath of the Korean Peninsula, and finally by letting reconciliation name the tempo of every chapter. Later, in  Reimagining Liberation, Malawi’s  gawani practice taught me that sharing a single loaf can redraw the map of possibility. 

This new volume, Communal Hermeneutics, does not replace those earlier paths; it gathers them. Imagine a long wooden table: Brunner sits with his questions about revelation and intellect; the wind from  Nature and Time whistles through half-open windows; Malawian farmers arrive carrying baskets of maize. The table creaks, yet it holds. What they share is a hunch that reading—of Scripture, of history, of each other—belongs to no single mind. Understanding becomes credible only when it passes from hand to hand until every palm bears a smudge of ink. 

I begin, therefore, with the room itself. A circle of readers forms: a prison chaplain, a software engineer, a grandmother who still folds letters along the same crease her mother used. No one speaks first; instead, they wait for the text to breathe. 

When words finally come, they come in fragments—questions about land deeds, hospital bills, unsent apologies. Here, interpretation is not a hunt for hidden treasure; it is an act of neighborly repair. As the fragments knit together, unhurried music rises, and even disagreement sounds like harmony learning its own dissonance. 

If Brunner reminds us that revelation presses toward comprehension, he also warns that comprehension grows thin when it forgets the weight of a living voice across the table. The  Nature and Time project widened that warning: landscapes speak, seasons interrupt, political borders ache. Each book urged me to trace how theology leans on soil, on memory, on the cadence of shared meals. In Malawi I learned that a field cleared by many hands harvests more than grain; it gathers resilience against drought, against tyranny, against the dull ache of ordinary neglect. 

Those lessons stand at the doorway of this volume. 

Communal hermeneutics, then, is less a method than a posture. It kneels beside the story before it dares to annotate. It lets silence count as speech. It assumes that a single candle, passed from reader to reader, will light the room more faithfully than a chandelier fixed to the ceiling. Such a posture is slow. It resists the urge to brandish conclusions, choosing instead to ask,  Who has not yet spoken, and what shadow crosses their page?  

Yet slowness is not hesitation; it is consented to be changed. When an undocumented worker unpacks the parable of the laborers, wage tables wobble. 

When a climate scientist maps Genesis onto melting coastlines, eschatology tastes salt. When a widow hears Mary’s Magnificat and decides the church budget should 

tilt toward relief, accounting ledgers tell an altered tale. Reading together rearranges what counts, who counts, and why. 

Still, every gathering risks collapse into performance. To guard against that fate, the pages ahead propose practical scaffolds: rotating facilitators, transparent minutes, study circles that meet in workplaces as readily as in sanctuaries. The aim is simple: keep power moving, like water that refuses to stagnate. Only in motion can interpretation stay honest, refusing both the freeze of dogma and the fog of vague sentiment. 

What follows is offered in the plain hope that you will not read alone. Bring a skeptic, a stranger, a teenager bored by sermon talk. Spread commentaries and grocery receipts side by side. Let the text argue with the morning news, with the silence of those who left the church years ago, with the small stubborn joy of neighbors planting a shared garden in an empty lot. If, by the final chapter, your community has begun to imagine policy changes—however tentative—you will have honored the spirit of  gawani and the wisdom of windswept peninsulas. 

I lay these pages before you as one sets bread on a common plate: expecting crumbs, expecting laughter, trusting that what is broken will still nourish. May the conversation prove wide enough for every wandering voice that longs to belong, and may the table stretch—board by borrowed board—until even the hallway becomes a place of welcome. 

January 2026     

Baek Dong In 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE 



Let’s begin with an uncomfortable truth: the church can no longer afford to broadcast well-mannered sermons from lofty pulpits while communities below are suffocating under division, ecological decay, and fear shaped by race and exclusion. A graduate student once asked me after class, “Can the church genuinely offer healing in a world so fractured?” That question doesn’t fade into the background—it blares like a siren through these pages, refusing to be answered with vague idealism. It demands a response not by intention alone, but by institutional integrity, civic purpose, and public accountability. 

This first volume of  Communal Hermeneutics: Love and Responsibility in the Church Community proposes that response. Think of it as a blueprint, but one that does not promise ease. It recalibrates every time we confront injustice—poverty, gender discrimination, climate crisis, or even the silent hierarchies operating inside our sanctuaries. Theology, if it cannot help us navigate these collisions, has abandoned its public purpose and forfeited its right to moral persuasion. 



1. From Private Religion to Public Love 

Today, the idea of “love” is marketed, manipulated, and reduced. It is encoded in Spotify’s algorithms, packaged into Instagram stories, and deployed to sell products and personal identities. The commodification of affection reflects the moral drift of consumer society—a drift that detaches love from any larger ethical or civic claim. 

But the Christian tradition, especially in its Trinitarian form, offers another way. 

In the Trinity—Father, Son, and Spirit—we encounter not uniformity, but communion. Not an erasure of difference, but a celebration of relational integrity. As Gregory of Nazianzus described it, the Trinity is a living circle of mutuality, an ontology of reciprocity. 

This is not a metaphor but a model. When Gustavo Gutiérrez speaks of the 

“preferential option for the poor,” he is not adding a political layer to a religious claim. 

He is offering a hermeneutic way of reading Scripture that begins with those most exposed to injustice. His call is not sentimental; it is structural. The poor are not objects of charity, but co-authors of truth. The marginalized are not the “other” we serve, but the starting point for theological reflection. 

Thus, a responsible theology of love must integrate three requirements: 

- A relational ontology grounded in Trinitarian reciprocity. 

- A critical cultural analysis that unmasks how late capitalism commodifies care. 

- A liberative hermeneutic that treats the experience of the oppressed as the very grammar of doctrine. 

Failing to meet these criteria, theology becomes a language of comfort for the privileged and an aesthetic of piety unfit for moral persuasion. 

 

2. Reading Like We Mean It 

This project advocates what we call “communal hermeneutics.” It begins by refusing the myth of neutrality in biblical interpretation. Every reading of Scripture occurs within the thick terrain of class, race, gender, and power. Michel Foucault reminded us that language can serve as a vessel for domination. Paulo Freire showed that education—or in our case, exegesis—only becomes liberating when the myth of impartiality is dismantled. 

In this light, preaching that ignores structural realities fails to serve the common good. It becomes a performance detached from consequence. If biblical interpretation cannot speak to racial injustice, economic inequality, or ecological peril, it has ceased to be theological. The measure of our exegesis is not merely fidelity to Greek grammar, but fidelity to the community where that grammar lands. 

What does this demand of us? A commitment to moral clarity. A willingness to challenge the structures that deform our readings. A public readiness to speak Scripture into contested space, and to do so not as gatekeepers of tradition but as civic interpreters. 



3. Black Love, Feminist Love, Planetary Love 

James Cone made clear that Black faith is not a derivative theology—it is a foundation. Bell hooks warned that love detached from justice is simply nostalgia. 

Elsa Tamez reminded us that if we read the Bible without locating the poor at the center, we’ve missed the Spirit. And Jürgen Moltmann? He reminded us that love that forgets the planet is not Christian love—it is escapism dressed as liturgy. 

These voices do not simply represent diverse perspectives; they are agents of moral retrieval. They call the church back to its public vocation: not to withdraw into doctrinal sanctuaries, but to build spaces where love, as a civic principle, reorients budgets, legal systems, and ecological commitments. 



4. Critics at the Door (Invite Them In) 

If love is to carry moral weight in the public square, it must be able to endure critique. Nietzsche, Derrida, Kristeva—each arrives not as an enemy of faith, but as a partner in its moral refinement. Nietzsche’s question: Is your moral unity just a euphemism for herd control? Derrida’s challenge: What exclusions fund your harmony? Kristeva’s insight: Can your communion bear the weight of otherness without collapsing? 

These are not academic puzzles, they are questions of moral legitimacy. And if the church cannot withstand them, it cannot claim a place in the public deliberation of justice. 

Love that resists dissent becomes propaganda. Communion that silences strangers becomes ideology. But a faith that welcomes critique, even from its sharpest opponents, shows itself ready for public life. In short: if love cannot make space for difference, it is not strong enough to heal the divisions we face. 



5. Hope with Dirt Under Its Nails 

The hope offered here is not theoretical optimism. It is grounded, embodied, and civic. It looks like a grandmother in Detroit converting an abandoned lot into a community garden. A youth group in El Paso auditing bus routes to ensure economic inclusion. A confirmation class in North Carolina demanding climate justice with Scripture in one hand and flood maps in the other. 

These are not side stories. They are the very meaning of theological practice. 

They are, in Moltmann’s words, “proleptic acts”—foreshadowings of the kingdom of God. Theology, if it has integrity, must descend from the clouds of abstraction and plant itself in school board meetings, zoning disputes, and environmental policy debates. 

Hope, then, is not a mood. It is a civic plan. It is the willingness to bend laws and economies toward justice. And it is, above all, a commitment to see redemption not just as a future event, but as a current renovation. 



  6. The Blueprint of This Volume 

- Chapter 1 – Communal Love & Mutuality: Why privatized love has no public weight. Drawing from Gutiérrez, Foucault, Cone, and Levinas, we examine how love becomes power when it reshapes institutions. 

- Chapter 2 – Social Responsibility & Justice: What it means to bring that love into public life—into schools, courts, and city councils. Each section ends with case studies. Without tactics, theory is moral pretense. 

- Volumes 2 and 3 will expand this vision globally—across nations, races, and movements. But Volume 1 is the ignition. 



7. Four non-negotiables 

- Preferential Hermeneutics – Begin where the pain is most acute, or don’t begin at all. 

- Interrelational Ontology – Relationship is not optional; it is the grammar of being. 

- Critical Interrogation – Invite dissent, or you will manufacture compliance. 

- Public Translation – If your theology can’t walk into city hall and make a case, revise it until it can. 



8. The Stakes 

If the church continues to export compassion while importing domination, the next generation will not listen. But if we stitch Scripture to civic responsibility—if we teach a love that shows up in budgets, ballots, and blueprints—then we may still hear the Spirit stirring. 

That stirring is not nostalgic. It is a call to rebuild the very architecture of common life, according to a grace that bears a cross. 

 

9. An Invitation 

Read these pages not as inspiration but as provocation. Argue with them. 

Annotate them. Bring them to your neighborhood council, your meal-prep group, your church committee. Test every page against the hardest civic dilemma you know. 

And then test it again. 

Because when love grows structural—when affection becomes architecture—the world gets a foretaste of resurrection not in metaphor but in municipal zoning. 

And that, more than any lecture, is how we answer the question: Yes, healing is possible. Because we chose to build it. 

May this volume offer scaffolding for that build. And may the Spirit keep the project honest, difficult, and alive. 

 

 

 

Chapter 1: Communal Love and Mutuality 



This chapter explores how "communal love and mutuality" can be interpreted and enacted across diverse theological and philosophical frameworks. Many thinkers move beyond framing love as a private feeling and instead link it to social and political structures, suggesting that love must serve as a means of addressing oppression and conflict. Gustavo Gutiérrez and John Howard Yoder interpret love as a foundation for liberation and justice, calling for communities to move beyond individual inwardness and toward collective responsibility and solidarity. Liberation theology, as the framework supporting this position, emphasizes that the poor must be at the center of both ecclesial and social transformation. It articulates how love can be made real through the lived experiences of those structurally excluded. 

To translate love into social practice, critical reflection on power and institutional frameworks must accompany the conversation. Michel Foucault cautions that love can reproduce existing power relations and argues for decentralizing power in ways that honor mutual freedom and rights. Paulo Freire emphasizes that love becomes liberative only when oppression is confronted in educational and relational spaces. Friedrich Nietzsche warns against suppressing individual creativity under communal values, and Jacques Derrida underscores the need to continually reflect on the voices of the Other, which love may overlook in the pursuit of justice. 

In discussions on Black liberation theology, James H. Cone, bell hooks, and Robert McAfee Brown stress the role of love in dismantling systemic racism and sexism. For them, love is not reducible to emotion; it is a responsibility to hear the stories of the oppressed and to act in solidarity. Emmanuel Levinas, Richard Rorty, and Georges Bataille warn that if love is bound too tightly to a particular goal, it risks eroding universal ethics and responsibility toward the Other. These perspectives suggest that love should not be confined to specific ideologies or groups but must remain rooted in expansive inclusive and voluntary commitment. 

Extending the idea of the open community, Jürgen Moltmann proposes a comprehensive love that includes nature and the ecosystem. Simone de Beauvoir argues that love must include the realization of female subjectivity by overcoming gender inequality. Martin Buber places interpersonal encounters at the heart of love, while Amartya Sen emphasizes a framework that enables individuals to exercise their capabilities while cooperating within a community. Robert Nozick insists that communal intervention must be restrained to safeguard individual freedom, and Hannah Arendt highlights that public spaces must protect pluralism and open debate if love is to work toward the common good. 

Elsa Tamez, advancing a preferential option for the poor, contends that the experiences and voices of the poor should occupy the center of communal love. 

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri describe love as a global form of solidarity in opposition to transnational capitalism. Angela Duckworth underscores the need for sustained passion and perseverance to bring about social change. Peter Singer argues that love must be tested for actual effectiveness through rational and systematic assessment. Julia Kristeva warns that relationships with the Other must preserve 

individual autonomy and that communities must avoid forcing excessive assimilation. 

From the standpoint of narrative theology, C. S. Song presents interpretations centered on Asian stories, while John Stott argues that the love of Christ gains meaning when expressed through daily service and sacrifice. Martha Nussbaum notes that while empathy grounded in emotion is necessary, institutional mechanisms must also be in place for love to generate concrete change. Michel Foucault warns that narratives and discourses themselves can reproduce power, and Julia Kristeva again reminds us that communities must be self-critical to avoid coercive assimilation. 

Dorothee Sölle emphasizes that solidarity in suffering is essential to communal love; suffering should be faced, not avoided, to draw closer to the Other. Charles Taylor views this solidarity as central to forming identity and reinforcing social cohesion, while Jean-Paul Sartre insists that participating in the suffering of others is an exercise of existential freedom. Émile Durkheim sees collective solidarity as essential to maintaining social order, whereas Friedrich Nietzsche again warns that collective values must not suppress individual potential. 

Among those who acknowledge the imperfection of community, Dietrich Bonhoeffer argues that growth happens when communities confront rather than avoid conflict. Martha Nussbaum suggests that love within community becomes effective only when institutional structures allow individual capacities to flourish. 

Michael Sandel calls for public discourse that integrates individual rights with communal values. Together, these perspectives offer a wide spectrum of interpretations on how communal love can navigate and concretize differing backgrounds, needs, and power dynamics. 

The chapter highlights how communal love must be constructed not only as a theological ideal but as an actionable, ethical practice shaped through continuous negotiation of difference, vulnerability, and shared life. This approach positions the church not simply as a spiritual body but as a moral and political agent capable of responding meaningfully to systemic injustice through a recalibrated understanding of love and mutual responsibility. 

 

1.1. Defining Communal Love 



This section explores how Gustavo Gutiérrez and John Howard Yoder frame communal love as practical action that pursues social justice and liberation. Gutiérrez insists that the church and the community must act decisively to liberate the poor and oppressed, interpreting love not as sentiment but as concrete movement toward justice. Yoder likewise maintains that Jesus’ love can form the basis of political resistance and social transformation, calling for love to go beyond the personal and drive change in communal and structural terms. For both, dismantling oppressive systems through mutual support and accountability is what makes a just society possible. 

Michel Foucault, Paulo Freire, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Jacques Derrida introduce both the possibilities and the problems of communal love. Foucault warns that love can reproduce power relations. Freire sees love as a crucial element of liberative education that awakens the consciousness of the oppressed. Nietzsche cautions against communal values stifling individual creativity. Derrida argues that 

love cannot fully realize justice, reminding us that communal love must consider personal freedoms, power dynamics, and justice’s inherent incompleteness. 

Gustavo Gutiérrez insists that an authentic community must rest on mutual support and a shared struggle against oppressive systems. 1  He interprets love as an active pursuit of justice, laying a foundation where members grow by lifting one another. His emphasis on the church’s role in advocating for the poor highlights love as a force capable of overcoming structural injustice. 

Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder expands Gutiérrez’s claims. In  The Politics of Jesus, Yoder argues that love must challenge structural frameworks. Jesus’ 

love, he writes, is more than a personal gesture; it fuels political resistance and social change. 2  The teachings of Jesus confront societal architecture. Christian love, then, must emerge as participatory justice-seeking. Here, love transcends camaraderie—it becomes a lever for structural transformation. 

Yet not all voices share this optimism. Michel Foucault warns that communal love, while a possible disruption of oppressive systems, might also reproduce power relations. 3  When love is shaped by dominant ideologies, it can become a new tool for control. Power, Foucault argues, is embedded even in well-meaning acts, functioning microscopically in everyday life. This complicates the assumption that love is always liberative, pressing us toward critical evaluation. 

Paulo Freire, on the other hand, sees communal love as essential to liberative education. 4  Love, for Freire, grows out of respect and solidarity. Through dialogue 1  Gutiérrez, G. (1988). A theology of liberation: History, politics, and salvation. Orbis Books. Gutiérrez emphasizes the "praxis of solidarity"—a communal mode of action aimed at dismantling oppressive structures—as foundational to liberation theology. 

He frames this praxis as "inspired by the gospel," a projection of faith into political and economic systems. He calls peacemakers to participate in "forging shalom," the formation of a just and peaceful social order (p.10). He warns against reducing such work to "Western languages" and urges contextual respect for local cultures. 

2  Yoder, J. H. (1994). The politics of Jesus. Eerdmans Publishing Company. Yoder underscores that practicing love requires structural change. Jesus’ love, he argues, is a force of political resistance and social reconstruction (p.16). Rooted in the vision of 

"the coming kingdom," Yoder links this love to practice like the "sabbath year"—a liberative restructuring of society (p.30). His reading of Isaiah 61’s "jubilee vision" 

shows how Jesus’ politics aimed to reconstitute community and economy (p.31). 

3  Foucault, M. (1995). Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison. Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group. Foucault emphasizes that communal love can disrupt but also reproduce power relations. He analyzes how "knowledge relations" and 

"power relations" intersect (p.24), warning that even well-intentioned acts may sustain new forms of control. Power operates not only through law but also through interiorization in everyday life (p.27, p.185). 

4  Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Seabury Press. Freire champions 

"dialogue"—a mutual learning rooted in respect—as the key to liberation (p.78). He 

and mutual learning, the oppressed can develop critical consciousness and pursue liberation. Freire insists that education is not a one-way delivery of knowledge but a reciprocal process of learning and reinterpreting the world. Love enables this transformation. 

Friedrich Nietzsche, in  Thus Spoke Zarathustra, argues that communal ideals of love can suppress individuality. Collective moralities, he suggests, often obstruct personal creativity and self-realization. Nietzsche’s  Übermensch transcends societal norms to forge personal values. 5  His challenge: can communal love preserve and encourage the freedom and inventiveness of each individual? 

Jacques Derrida, in his essay  Force of Law: The 'Mystical Foundation of Authority' , critiques the notion that love can deliver perfect justice. 6  Love, he says, is a finite and flawed human experience. Justice, by contrast, is infinite, always delayed and unfinished. Communal love cannot by itself resolve systemic injustice. This position forces us to rethink the function and limits of love as a political ethic. 

In sum, Gutiérrez and Yoder argue that communal love must express itself through acts of justice and resistance. Gutiérrez calls the church to stand with the marginalized, framing love as collective struggle toward liberation. Yoder portrays Jesus’ love not as ethical suggestion but as political catalyst. Together they position love as a structural counterforce to injustice. 

Meanwhile, Foucault, Nietzsche, and Derrida caution us against romanticizing communal love. Foucault shows how it might reinscribe power. Nietzsche critiques its potential to crush autonomy. Derrida doubts its ability to actualize justice. Together they remind us to stay vigilant, love is not always the solution, and it can become a problem. 

Freire, however, offers a way forward: communal love as dialogical, relational, and liberating. His educational model blends critique with connection, positioning love as a tool for consciousness and change. These thinkers together outline the power and the risk of communal love: it can animate collective action or reinforce new forms of control. Understanding both possibilities is essential for communities seeking to love well—and justly. 



states that "naming the world" must never be an act of arrogance. Love is necessary for real dialogue, and "self-sufficiency is incompatible with dialogue" (p.79). He proposes "encounter" as a space of co-creation, were teacher and student change together. "In speaking their word, [people] transform the world" (p.77). 

5  Nietzsche, F. (2008). Thus spoke Zarathustra: A book for everyone and nobody. 

Oxford University Press. In the preface, Nietzsche introduces the Übermensch—a figure who transcends conventional morality to create new values (p.xviii). This concept includes the "will to power" and "eternal recurrence," demanding the destruction of old values and the forging of new ones (p.xxxi). Nietzsche notes that some readers found this vision "terrifying" but also creatively generative (p.xxxiii). 

6  Derrida, J. (1992). Force of law: The 'mystical foundation of authority.' In D. 

Cornell, M. Rosenfeld, & D. G. Carlson (Eds.), Deconstruction and the possibility of justice (pp. 3–67). Routledge. 

 

1.2. James H. Cone and Black Liberation Theology 



This section examines how James H. Cone, bell hooks, and Robert McAfee Brown interpret love as a force for structural transformation within liberation theology and social justice frameworks. These thinkers resist sentimentalizing love; instead, they frame it as active solidarity with the oppressed, public commitment to justice, and communal accountability. Cone centers love in anti-racist struggle. 

Hooks explores love’s liberatory potential across race, gender, and class. Brown combines Third World hermeneutics with a theological insistence that love and justice are indivisible. 

By contrast, Emmanuel Levinas, Richard Rorty, and Georges Bataille warn that communal love, when tethered to purposes or groups, risks betraying its ethical foundation. Levinas contends that love rooted in responsibility to the Other loses meaning if its scope becomes exclusive. Rorty and Bataille caution against coercive love, arguing that moral freedom and voluntary affection must remain uncompromised. Together, these perspectives illustrate how communal love must both confront systemic oppression and protect individual autonomy. 

James H. Cone insists that communal love must directly confront racial inequality and systemic injustice. In  Black Theology and Black Power, Cone argues that love without justice is hollow. He charges faith communities with collective responsibility to dismantle oppression, emphasizing that love must manifest in concrete action. 7  For Cone, this love holds special weight for those on the margins. It is not merely a personal virtue but a revolutionary social force. 

Cone further insists that divine love always aligns with the oppressed. Therefore, churches must engage in liberative ministry not as an option but as an embodiment of love itself. Love becomes structural; it drives the transformation of unjust systems and affirms the dignity of the marginalized. In this view, love is not a feeling, it is a public ethic of resistance. 

Bell hooks build on Cone’s foundation by positioning love as both individual healing and social resistance. In  All About Love: New Visions, hooks describe love as solidarity centered on human dignity, especially for the oppressed. 8  She insists that love must address structural oppression and move beyond emotional support toward collective action. For hooks, love is a tool of justice—both in critique and in rebuilding. 

Her account reframes love as radical responsibility and concrete intervention. 

Hooks views love as a healing power that restores both individuals and communities. It can disrupt structures of sexism, racism, and classism, offering new 7  Cone, J. H. (1969). Black theology and Black power. Seabury Press: Cone flags delaying tactics like “It takes time” and “Wait, let’s talk it over” as stall moves (p.22) and links church–state divides to oppressive power (pp.87, 120). He refutes any split between Black Power and Christian love (pp.50–51), underlining “Love your neighbor” as a mandate for concrete resistance (p.52). 

8  hooks, bell. (2018). All about love: New visions. HarperCollins. 

modes of engagement and solidarity. Her feminist and cultural approach complements Cone’s theological one. Both argue that love cannot be detached from justice and liberation. 

Robert McAfee Brown similarly sees love as transformative when practiced with accountability toward the oppressed. In  Unexpected News: Reading the Bible with Third World Eyes, Brown claims that love and justice are inseparable within Christian faith. 9  Love, he argues, must take material form—especially for the poor and suffering. For Brown, love strengthens communal bonds and builds structures of solidarity and responsibility. He affirms Cone and hooks’ claims while grounding them in a global hermeneutic. 
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