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And as the present contests about liberty and government are very great, they call loudly for all the light therein that can be gained from every quarter.

ISAAC BACKUS, PREFACE TO A HISTORY OF NEW-ENGLAND








INTRODUCTION
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Nothing teaches like experience; and what is true history but the experience of those who have gone before us?

ISAAC BACKUS, A HISTORY OF NEW-ENGLAND







Imagine how different life would be if Thomas Jefferson had won with his vision for religious liberty in America. There would be no tax exemption for clergy, no federal grants or scholarships for students attending Christian colleges, no federally funded chaplains in the armed forces, no national day of prayer, no claim on our currency that “in God we trust.” That great founding father Jefferson believed religious institutions should stand or fall on the merits of their beliefs and not be propped up by the government. He assumed that without the support of the government religious institutions were bound to fall and that the American people would slowly but surely abandon religion altogether. In the meantime, he was sure churches should receive no help from civil powers. None at all. There should stand between the church and state a “wall of separation” that keeps both from meddling in the other’s business.

Jefferson’s goal was to protect the government from the abuses of religion; thus he believed faith should have no place in government, no weight in legislative decisions, no official public influence at all. Faith could and should be held privately. It could and should promote good citizenship and morality. Church and state as institutions, like neighbors separated by a good fence, could coexist side by side. But they should not collude or cooperate.

Jefferson was not the only man of his generation with a clear vision for the nation’s future. New England’s Congregationalists, for example, had a competing view of church-and-state relations in the years leading up to America’s founding. They fought just as hard as Jefferson to see it come to pass.

Just imagine if they had won with their vision of religious liberty.

Descended from the Puritans who settled the Massachusetts Bay Colony, New England Congregationalists believed that a nation could thrive only under the direct supervision of God. That supervision should be ensured by Christian magistrates who enforced not only the “second table” of the Ten Commandments —the ones that prohibited murder and theft and the like; but also the “first table”—the ones that commanded keeping the sabbath and worshiping God properly. New England’s Congregationalists wanted the freedom to believe and worship like Congregationalists. Everyone else—Baptists and Methodists and Quakers and Catholics—were expected to conform. If the Congregationalists had gotten their way, all of America’s citizens would be required by law to attend (authorized) church services regularly, refrain from work on Sunday, and pay special taxes to fund the local Congregational minister, whether you attended his church or not.

This thought experiment wouldn’t have made any sense to me a few years ago. For all of my childhood and at least through college, I assumed there was only one view of religious liberty in America that everyone shared, at least from the early years down to about the 1960s. I believed it was this view (this view everyone shared) that was codified in our founding documents, and that the reason the Constitution was ratified and the First Amendment was adopted is because everyone agreed with their contents. As I understood it, there was a “long-standing American tradition of accommodating religious practice and expression that predates the ratification of the Constitution.” That tradition may be under attack today. But as far as I knew, it was a universally held and consistently applied tradition.

The experiences of Isaac Backus—the story told in these pages—radically altered my perception of this part of American history. First, I was surprised to discover there was such debate about this value Americans today consider a fundamental ingredient of the American DNA. It was news to me to discover there was no consensus about the relationship between church and state before the American Revolution. Some didn’t believe church and state should be separated. Those who believed they should be separated disagreed about why.

Next, it surprised me to learn that this person I’d never heard of—Isaac Backus—had “set forth the principles of separation of Church and State which were to predominate in American life until very recently.” This doesn’t mean that he created the system we have today. Rather he represented a significant stream of thought that originated a generation or so before him but matured and flourished after his death. Instead of a theocracy, where a church maintained both spiritual and public order, on the one hand, and in place of Jefferson’s wall of separation, on the other, Isaac Backus advocated for a “sweet harmony” between church and state. In terms of legislation, America adopted a vision for church-state relations much more similar to Backus’s than to Jefferson’s or that of the Congregationalists. Of course, Backus didn’t win this victory on his own. He was one of many laborers in the field. But Backus played a special role in the movement, and his experience as part of a marginalized religious community in America ran counter to the narrative Americans tell about our consistent commitment to religious liberty. Just imagine that a man I’d never heard of played a significant role in securing religious liberty—a freedom I previously believed America had always protected.


A Case for Isaac Backus

Isaac Backus is a captivating character who lived in a remarkable age. He was a Baptist pastor from rural Connecticut with no formal education who squared off bravely and successfully against both the political and spiritual elites of his day. He played a role in all the major episodes of early American history. Sometimes he played a bit part, sometimes the lead. He became a born-again Christian during the First Great Awakening. He became a Baptist a decade later and quickly rose to prominence among Baptists, helping the movement grow from a handful of loosely affiliated networks in the eighteenth century to one of the nation’s largest denominations by the twentieth century. He pastored churches, and soldiers, through the American Revolution. He advocated for religious liberty at the Continental Congress and drafted a Bill of Rights for the American Constitution long before one was officially adopted. He contributed to the early stirrings of the Second Great Awakening. He fought for more than half a century to make America a nation that protects every citizen’s right to exercise their religion according to their conscience.

As I see it, all those things make Backus interesting; they also make him useful. Backus lived in a generation of transition. When he was born in Connecticut, it was an English colony; when he died, Connecticut was one of the United States. He was born a royal subject and died an American citizen. His was an age of religious revival and, at the same time, growing secularism. In his lifetime, powerful men debated the limits of liberty, the role of the government, and the future of a nation.

Whether or not we are living in a generation of transition ourselves is hard to say with certainty. Historians will decide that in the future. Even so, it certainly feels like things are changing. There is a host of religious and political commentators heralding tectonic shifts in the present generation. If they’re right, what do we do? To answer that question for the future, we would do well to examine our past. Backus made the case for the value of history this way: “Nothing teaches like experience,” he wrote. “And what is true history but the experience of those who have gone before us?” Backus’s experience in a generation of change may have something helpful to teach us.

Backus’s experience already has proven helpful to me personally. Backus’s faith journey, for example, helped me make sense of my own. The Christian tradition I was raised in was generous and gracious—it taught me to love Jesus, and for that I’ll be grateful always. Nevertheless, on a number of subjects this tradition created some confusion for me about the nature of our shared faith. If the only thing you had to judge by was our events calendar, you might assume that our two most important holidays were Christmas and the Fourth of July. Those were the two times of year we did it up right in worship, really pulled out all the stops. Those were the two times of year we made a focused effort to reach out to the community. We did so at Christmas through a large-scale musical production aimed at attracting non-Christians and reminding them (or informing them) what the X in Xmas stands for. Around Independence Day we targeted the community with a full-choir concert of patriotic songs on the steps of city hall.

This was the American South in the 1980s and 1990s. Our faith was shot through with patriotism and our patriotism shot through with faith. I didn’t realize this until college, but it became clear to me in my sophomore year, when I roomed with an Austrian student named Sammy. The exact details of this story escape me now, but the salient parts are these: we attended a church service together one Sunday, and when we returned to our room, Sammy expressed deep concern about some of the religious symbolism in the sanctuary. Most of what he saw was what he expected—a baptistery, an empty cross, a Communion table. What caught him by surprise was the presence of a flag. He couldn’t understand why there would be an American flag in a house of worship. I couldn’t understand why there shouldn’t be. Wasn’t a national flag in a house of worship evidence of unfaithful collusion between church and state? he wondered. It’s a fair question from someone raised in a country with a living memory of Nazism. It turns out patriotic symbolism is not an essential part of Christian worship everywhere on the globe. That was news to me.

Experiences like these in college set me on a journey to distinguish the parts of my faith that were essentially and universally Christian from those parts that were culturally conditioned by my context in America. One result of that journey was a book I coauthored with Randy Richards, Misreading Scripture with Western Eyes. In that book, we identify ways our Western-ness, including our American-ness, affects the way we interpret the Bible. The book remains an important milestone in my journey, and I’m continually grateful to Randy for including me in the project.

But no one book can address all the questions. I had questions about culture and politics and social issues and any number of other issues. To bring the conversation back around to the topic of this book, for years I’d puzzled over questions such as, Why do so many Christians I know insist that America was founded on Christian principles and yet vehemently insist that the state has no right to meddle in church affairs? Why do so many Christians I know celebrate the religious liberties America protects and yet support federal initiatives to limit the liberties of certain religious groups? Why do so many Christians I know champion the separation of church and state and yet seem to expect the government to support Christian activities through tax exemption and other forms of subsidy?

In this journey to crack the shell of American Christianity and find the kernel of true faith inside, Isaac Backus was the first reliable guide from history that I encountered. I think it’s because he spoke my language. He was a Baptist, as I was at the beginning of my journey and like the people who brought me up in the faith. He was a product of revival, just as I was. And while his populism and mine had different sources and histories, he felt like a man of the people. He was thoughtful, but he wasn’t a theorist. He was a pastor, and all his writings bear the stamp of someone who is concerned with how the subject at hand should apply in a normal person’s life. Backus was an armchair historian and theologian, a keen observer of human nature. He was, in contemporary terms, an activist. He fought “the Man” and won, albeit several years after he died.

All this made him the kind of man other people looked to for guidance in his own day too. “Few men have more uniformly lived and acted up to” the high calling of a Christian minister, said one of his friends. “He was a burning and shining light,” this friend went on. “In both praying and preaching, he often appeared to be favored with such a degree of divine unction, as to render it manifest to all that God was with him.”

Truly a man for all seasons, Backus has helped me think through some of the issues of our day by forcing me to think through with him the issues he faced in his. And, as will become clearer in a moment, he introduced me to a whole world of thought on the subject of religious liberty specifically.

Of course, Backus wasn’t always right. His opponents certainly didn’t think he was. Some of his educated detractors considered him ignorant and unqualified, just a “young upstart, not to be regarded,” an uneducated “gumphead.” Others viewed him as worse than ignorant, a “crafty deceiver” whose ideas threatened to undermine the social fabric. Both of these assessments are unfair, in my opinion. But the fact remains that, like all of us, Backus was conditioned by his times and blind to certain things. Where he’s right, I’ve found him to be a helpful guide whose example can suggest a way over the uncertain terrain we face. Where he’s wrong, his errors and assumptions have helped me uncover and give attention to my own mistakes and misperceptions.

If he was nothing else, Isaac Backus was a tireless advocate for religious liberty for almost his entire adult life. That alone would make his story worth telling. But the fact that Backus had to fight for religious liberty, the fact that for more than half a century he labored within a much-maligned and often-persecuted religious minority, tells us something important about the America Backus lived and died in. It was not a forgone conclusion before 1800 that the religious practices of all Americans should be equally protected under the law.

It’s helpful to remember from the very beginning of this story that the citizens of this continent have debated what religious liberty means and what freedoms should be protected since before the English colonies became the United States. Based on our experience in the twenty-first century, it may seem that America has never been more divided over religious issues. The Pew Research Center reported in late 2016 that the American public was almost evenly divided on the question of whether “wedding-related businesses, such as caterers and florists, should be required to serve same-sex couples who want to marry, even if the owner of these establishments objects to homosexuality for religious reasons.” Nearly fifty-fifty.

It can be tempting to read a statistic like that as evidence of decline from a previous age, when most people essentially agreed about what basic religious liberty entails. Professional historians will have a more textured and nuanced understanding of America’s history than that. But in my experience, the average American—more specifically, the average evangelical American—tends to assume that there was a golden age of religious liberty sometime in the past, and we have been in decline since the 1960s or so.

If Isaac Backus were alive today, he would feel the need to correct the misperception that there was ever a “long-standing American tradition of accommodating religious practice and expression” in the years before or even after the Constitution was ratified. He might tell us about the time his mother was arrested for refusing to pay religious taxes. He might tell us about the time a congregation of New England Baptists had their property seized and their orchards destroyed for holding unauthorized worship services. He would almost certainly tell us about the time he debated with John and Samuel Adams about how claiming to defend religious liberty was not enough. The laws had to be enforced if they were to matter at all.




Some Obligatory Apologies About This Book

Writing this story has been difficult for several reasons.

For one, the story is enormous and complicated. We could cover this material by zeroing in on political history or theology or economics. (I couldn’t. But someone could.) We could include sociological research on the differences in daily life and mores between the thirteen original colonies. Volumes have been written—and this could have been another one—on each of the episodes in Backus’s story: the First Great Awakening, the American Revolution, and the Second Great Awakening, to name a few.

Perhaps the greater difficulty for me is that I’ve found this story, and this man, enlightening and helpful. This story means something to me. It’s personal. That reality makes it hard for me to tell this story without inserting myself into it—and trying to pull you into it too.

Decisions have to be made. You can’t include everything. So here are a few words to say, as concretely as I can, what this book is not. It is not a comprehensive survey of all the views of religious liberty in currency in the eighteenth century. It is not a detailed assessment of the differences between the concepts “separation of church and state” and “religious liberty” and “liberty of conscience.” It is not, strictly speaking, a biography. Isaac Backus deserves a good, scholarly biography and this is not it. In fact, this book is not exhaustive in any sense, except that there is more in here about Isaac Backus’s argument for religious liberty than you will find nearly anywhere else. The goal of this book is not to make a unique historical contribution, but there are places that it does.

Instead, my goal has been to tell the story of the life and work of Isaac Backus in a way that emphasizes the most challenging or applicable details for today. Backus’s long experience of religious persecution in America will surprise many readers, so I’ve emphasized it. It’s useful too for helping American Christians imagine what it might look like to live faithfully as a marginalized community in our own America.

The approach I’ve chosen for this book assumes a certain kind of reader. This book is for people who care about the issues surrounding religious liberty today, and believe, as I do, that some historical perspective can help us consider our current situation from a new angle. It is for people who fear things are worse now than they ever have been, that our rights are more violated or that freedom is more fragile, and they need courage to face the future. It is for people who crave a theological framework for understanding religious liberty. They will not find answers to all their questions here, but they can begin the journey here. I’m assuming that you, reader, are a thoughtful and intelligent person who is not an expert in American history or religious liberty. My goal is to introduce you to this fascinating person, Isaac Backus, and his extraordinary work. I hope his story inspires you to engage the world today in new and creative ways.

In other words, this book is as much about today as it is about the past. It tells the story of the life and work of Isaac Backus, an important figure I think more Christians ought to know about. At key points in Backus’s story, I draw connections to the present. Most of the time, I describe how some part of Backus’s story or another affected me, shaped my thinking, adjusted my posture, and so forth. I am not qualified to tell you how to apply this historical narrative to your own life. That will be your job. You’ll be frustrated with me about this at some point. That’s fine. Because ultimately my goal is to encourage reflection on the past that results in reflection about the present.

The title of the book—Demanding Liberty—alludes to this goal. There are two ways to read the title. Demanding can be a verb, in the sense that Isaac Backus spent more than half a century demanding liberty. Demanding can also be an adjective, in the sense that those who enjoy a greater measure of liberty than Backus and others did must steward our liberty well. Doing so is demanding.

[image: ]

If Backus were here to witness the “great present contests about liberty and government” that occupy our newsfeeds today, I suspect he might say, “We’ve been here before.” There is nothing new under the sun. Liberty has always been an ideal toward which America has reached imperfectly. Backus himself believed there was a golden age of liberty in America. It ended in the eighteenth century, before America became a nation. In the years leading up to independence, Americans considered some religious ideas too dangerous to tolerate and banned them—ideas held by Catholics, Quakers, and my spiritual ancestors, Baptists.

The past has a lot to teach us.













ONE

“FILLED UP WITH SIN”

WHY AMERICA NEEDED A REVIVAL
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My soul yielded all into His hands, fell at His feet, and was silent and calm before Him. . . . My heavy burden was gone, tormenting fears were fled, and my joy was unspeakable.

ISAAC BACKUS’S ACCOUNT OF HIS CONVERSION







It’s nearly impossible for me to imagine colonial New England without a religious image springing to mind. I start thinking about the English settlers who journeyed to the New World to pioneer a new life, and soon my head is filled with images of Pilgrims in black buckled hats giving thanks to God for the bounty of a new world. If it’s not the Pilgrims, it’s someone like John Winthrop, rocking gently on the good ship Arbella and articulating his ambition that he and his fellow settlers will be a “city on a hill” in the new wilderness of testing. Even when the mental image of the colonial era is negative, it is often religious—like the dark, dour Puritans of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown” and other stories. Google “colonial America” and the first few pictures that appear depict people preaching or praying.

These images can overstate the piety of the first American colonists. The truth is the colonies were unevenly devout. Faith was arguably a more fundamental aspect of life in New England than it was in some Southern colonies. In New England, villages were often constructed with a church, or “meetinghouse,” at the center, and the rest of civilization radiating from it like spokes on a wheel. But just because the meetinghouse was the central feature of the New England village doesn’t mean the Christian faith was the driving beat of every citizen’s heart. America before the Revolution was not as religious as many imagine.

The first generation of New Englanders, those who colonized Plymouth beginning in 1620 and who established Massachusetts Bay Colony beginning in 1630, had a clear sense of their calling and purpose in the New World and had made the journey to America at great personal cost and risk. But religious commitment is difficult to transmit from one generation to the next. Already by the second generation many lamented the decline of the people’s commitment to God and to the founding vision of the Christian commonwealth.

Benjamin Tompson’s 1676 poem “New England’s Crisis” gives some idea of the kinds of changes the older faithful found troubling. The subtitle sets the tone. His poem told the tale “Of New England’s Lamentable Estate at Present, Compared with the Former (but Few) Years of Prosperity.” Tompson reminisces (in meter) about an age when people were happy as songbirds with simple diets and modest clothes—“When flesh was food and hairy skins made coats / And men as well as birds had chirping notes.” In his generation, backbiting and gossip were common. The earlier golden years, by contrast, were made up of days “When honest sisters met to pray not prate / About their own and not their neighbor’s state.”

Alas, these “golden times (too fortunate to hold) / Were quickly signed away for love of gold.” The modest fashion of New England’s founding fathers was gradually replaced by new trends from Europe. No longer satisfied with a simple diet, the colony began importing chocolate and French wine and exotic fruits. People couldn’t delay gratifying their new and sophisticated palates long enough to pray over their meal. They were unkind to one another on the streets. Materially, the colony experienced a season of prosperity. Spiritually, in Tompson’s view, the colony was increasingly impoverished. Tompson grieved the loss of simpler times, when “New England’s beauties, which still seemed to me / Illustrious in their own simplicity.”

Growing materialism was an external symptom, men like Tompson believed, of New England’s internal spiritual problems. The children of churchgoers showed little interest in their parents’ faith. A series of debates about baptism and the Lord’s Supper divided Christians. Frequent bloody conflicts with Native Americans led many leaders in the 1660s and beyond to believe God was punishing his people for their disobedience. The Puritans, those pioneers who established Massachusetts Bay Colony (which ultimately absorbed Plymouth Plantation), believed they were in a special covenant with God. Keeping that covenant was a group effort. And now, because the group was failing just a generation after the covenant was forged, it was showing signs of breaking.

Pastors developed a style of sermon called the “jeremiad” as a response to spiritual decline. The format gets its name from the biblical “weeping prophet,” Jeremiah, who lamented the sins of his people Israel and warned them of God’s impending judgment. Many New England preachers, who considered New Englanders a new Israel, took up the same task and called the populace to repentance.

In some places, congregations got the message and repented. Over the next seventy or eighty years, seasons of spiritual renewal and rededication known as “awakenings” became a common feature of the New England religious experience. One type of revival service was the covenant renewal service, which started becoming popular in the 1670s. These were essentially seasons in which pastors reminded their congregations of their duties to God and each other. The events gave church members opportunity to assess their personal relationship with God and provided an opportunity for people who were considering joining the church to convert and become full members. During covenant renewal seasons, preaching focused on salvation, and conversions were frequent. As a result of these events, congregations here and there experienced seasons of spiritual revival.

But a wholesale, wide-scale return to holiness remained out of reach. Church attendance remained low. Roger Finke and Rodney Stark have estimated that in 1776, only 17 percent of American colonists were religiously affiliated. That number must have been even lower the generation before. A meetinghouse may have sat in the center of town, but some villages boasted more taverns than churches. In the first half of the eighteenth century, young people were postponing marriage until their late twenties. The result was a “well-developed youth culture” that brought a range of sins—from simple idleness and disrespect to sexual immorality. Roughly a third of babies in New England were conceived out of wedlock. Religious leaders committed to a vision of a Christian commonwealth in the New World saw that vision evaporating. Their society was losing its moorings, and New England was becoming less faithful. For decades many Christians prayed for an act of God to rekindle the spiritual life of New England.

In the 1740s it appeared to many that their prayers were answered. A generation of backsliders and spiritual sluggards was yanked to its feet by fiery preachers who delivered simple, passionate messages in a new theatrical style in a movement that came to be called the Great Awakening.


The Divine Dramatist

The Great Awakening (sometimes called “the Awakening”) had no single champion or representative, but it did have one singular luminary. No revival preacher at the time had more influence than George Whitefield. He was a superstar, America’s first celebrity. Imagine Beatlemania or Bieber Fever in an age of periwigs and petticoats.

In the mid-1700s, Whitefield traveled from England to America thirteen times and logged some eighty thousand miles crisscrossing the colonies. Benjamin Franklin, the famous newspaperman from Philadelphia, was a contemporary of Whitefield’s and a committed agnostic. He didn’t believe a word Whitefield said when he preached the gospel, but Franklin couldn’t help but admire him. In fact, the two were good friends, and Franklin attended many of Whitefield’s events. Whitefield’s speaking style was so refined, Franklin wrote, “that every accent, every emphasis, every modulation of voice, was so perfectly well turned and well placed,” that even if you had no interest in the subject matter—and Franklin didn’t—“one could not help being pleased with the discourse.” It elicited the same sort of pleasure as listening to “an excellent piece of music.” This was quite a change of pace from the average sermon of the day, which was typically read aloud by a seated pastor in some degree of monotone. Whitefield was captivating. Rumor has it he could cause a crowd to swoon by the way he pronounced the word Mesopotamia.

At one event, Franklin did the math and estimated Whitefield could preach to more than 30,000 people in the open air, without amplification. “He had a loud and clear voice,” Franklin observed, “and articulated his words and sentences so perfectly that he might be heard and understood at a great distance.” It helped that his audience, “however numerous, observed the most exact silence.” But the immensity of Whitefield’s audiences testifies to more than the power of his voice. It testifies, too, to his extraordinary appeal in colonial America. Boston was America’s most populous city in 1740. In that year, the entire population of Boston was around 16,400 souls. A crowd of 30,000 would have been equivalent to the entire populations of Boston and Philadelphia at the time.

Wherever Whitefield preached, people swarmed from cities and villages to hear him. A New England farmer, Nathan Cole, recorded in his journal his experience of hearing Whitefield preach. Cole knew Whitefield by reputation and “longed to see and hear him, and wished he would come this way.” Soon enough, he had his chance:


Then on a Sudden, in the morning about 8 or 9 of the Clock there came a messenger and said Mr. Whitefield preached at Hartford and Wethersfield yesterday and is to preach at Middletown this morning at ten of the Clock. I was in my field at Work, I dropt my tool I had in my hand and ran home to my wife telling her to make ready quickly to go and hear Mr. Whitefield preach at Middletown, then run to my pasture for my horse with all my might; fearing that I should be too late; having my horse I with my wife soon mounted the horse and went forward as fast as I thought the horse could bear, and when my horse got much out of breath I would get down and put my wife on the Saddle and bid her ride as fast as she could and not stop or slack for me except I bade her and so I would run until I was much out of breath; and then mount my horse again, and so I did several times to favor my horse; we improved every moment to get along as if we were fleeing for our lives; all the while fearing we should be too late to hear the sermon.



It’s difficult to imagine this level of enthusiasm about a sermon from any preacher in modern times. In the years before digital streaming entertainment, this was about as good as it got.

Cole and his wife were not the only ones frantic to hear Whitefield preach. They soon ran into traffic in their breakneck journey to see the English celebrity:

And when we came within about half a mile or a mile of the road that comes down from Hartford, Wethersfield and Stepney to Middletown; on high land I saw before me a cloud or fog rising; I first thought it came from the great River, but I came near the road, I heard a noise something like a low rumbling thunder and presently found it was the noise of horses feet coming down the road and this cloud was a cloud of dust made by the horses feet; it arose some rods into the air over the tops of hills and trees and when I came within about 20 rods of the road, I could see men and horses slipping along in the cloud like shadows and as I drew nearer it seemed like a steady stream of horses and their riders, scarcely a horse more than a length behind another, all of a lather and foam with sweat, their breath rolling out of their nostrils every Jump; every horse seemed to go with all his might to carry his rider to hear news from heaven for the saving of souls; it made me tremble to see the sight.
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