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FOREWORD



A pioneer has to have special qualities, and a Christian pioneer even more so. Miss Cable and Miss French across the Gobi desert, C. T. Studd to Africa, Dr. Albert Schweitzer to Lambarene or today. Dr. Cecily Saunders pioneering the Christian and medical work of St Christopher’s Hospice.


Martin Blogg in his modest way might disavow that he was cast in such a heroic mould, but a pioneer must be supremely confident in his cause courageous, to overcome discouragement, and of special competence in his chosen field. A Christian pioneer needs to discover the twin track of the Christian way, which experience the resolution Christ offers us, and the sacrifice Christ demands of us.


Without peradventure, ever since Martin Blogg came to faith in Christ, and then began relating his faith to his profession of teaching Dance Drama he has steadily and persistently pioneered the task of relating the disciplines of a highly professional dancer to the study of the doctrines of the Christian faith (he has spent much time, studying at Oak Hill Theological College, with the encouragement of the former Principal, Canon David Wheaton).


As a side issue, the two well known colleges of Trent Park and Oak Hill, on opposite sides of Chase Side near Cockfosters have benefitted by this living express of synthesis, as Martin Blogg has travelled backwards and forwards across this roadway.


‘Dance and the Christian Faith’ with its clear sections on


1. Dance and Scripture


2. Dance and Education


3. Religious Dance and its practical training.


is a tribute to the work which Martin Blogg has pioneered in his own person. His non-verbal approach to Christian dance will open new avenues for the expression of the Faith, in parallel with the traditional ones of speech and liturgy and sacramental express.


Maurice Wood, former Bishop of Norwich





INTRODUCTION



The second half of this century has witnessed something of a quiet revolution within the Church in the way that liturgy and religious communication have accommodated the growth and development of the performing arts as a means to prayer and worship, outreach and renewal. This represents a liturgical innovation unknown in the history of the Church, at least since the Reformation.* The sixties saw a careful and modest but nevertheless very real innovation within one of the most established and traditional of church arts – music. This was followed in the seventies by a slightly more radical innovation in the form of drama as a means of coming to know and express the Christian faith. And more recently in the late seventies and early eighties, we see the most radical of innovations, that of dance as a means to worship and communication. Although, perhaps, not quite so spectacular an innovation as music and drama and by no means as acceptable and uncontroversial, dance has nevertheless begun to make itself known and felt within the Church.


Yet there were many explorations of dance as a means of religious expression long before this time. This is shown in the writings and work of the early modern dance pioneers in the United States and on the Continent, as well as in this country. A most extraordinary, if not unique, spiritual focus within dance as art and dance as education occurred during the first half of the twentieth century. In more recent times there are such names as Dr. V. Bruce, the first Ph.D. in Dance in this country; Janet Randell, who established one of the early professional dance companies in religious dance, at that time called the Cedar Dance Theatre; Anne Long, who made a very significant contribution in laying the foundations for the present developments in dance; and many more to whom we owe much.


But it is, I believe, only within the last five years or so that the Christian faith has witnessed something of a sacred dance explosion corresponding to the dance explosion in society generally. While it is by no means on a scale with secular dance, there has never been as much interest in the practice and theory of religious dance as there is today. I do not know how many religious dance groups exist in this country, but there are at least three full-time professional dance companies and many amateur companies. I know also from the major religious festivals and dance workshops around the country that dance is being received most enthusiastically. More and more churches are considering using dance as a means of expression and the growing number of publications on the subject reflect this interest. But it has to be admitted that dance does not yet have the established place or widespread credibility enjoyed by music and drama. Indeed, sometimes quite the opposite, for it appears that alongside the growing interest is a corresponding fear and scepticism (see the church press!). For many Christians, dance seems to be the most difficult of the performing arts to accommodate within the liturgy. Whereas music and drama have become more or less established as legitimate and credible forms of religious expression, dance has still to prove itself and be accepted by the Church generally.


This book is written in response to this paradoxical attitude of Christians who on the one hand express a growing interest and enthusiasm for the arts in worship, and yet on the other, an equally growing fear and scepticism of dance.


It aims primarily, however, to give wholehearted encouragement, love and support to those already committed to dance and the Christian faith within the Church, education and community, and to those who are seeking to become committed. It seeks to share, in both theoretical and practical terms, a modest, disciplined and critical exploration into the nature and conditions of religious dance. It does so through three major disciplines: scripture, education and dance as art. It does not purport to represent an all-embracing, definitive account of dance and the Christian faith, either in scriptural, educational or dance terms. Nor does it in any way seek to ‘put down’ or undermine the many and varied positive explorations that already exist or are still being worked out. Rather, it seeks to contribute, in as positive a way as possible, to an already existing and ongoing debate within the Church both in this country and abroad.


* In some aspects a return to ancient roots; liturgical dance, drama and music have always had a prominent role in Ethiopian, Egyptian and Armenian Christianity.





GENERAL STRUCTURE



The book is divided into three major sections each with its own particular focus but all, in different ways, concerned with dance in the Christian faith.


Section I Scripture


Section I is concerned with dance as seen within the Bible and is divided into two parts.


The first part focuses on explicit references to dance and discusses critically conditions of such expressions within the context of twentieth-century worship.


The second part focuses on biblical principles from which dance may be justified. I intend to offer here a scriptural justification for dance within the Christian faith.


Section II Education


Section II is concerned with dance seen within education. It is also divided into two parts.


The first part focuses on what is sometimes termed the ‘knowledge centred curriculum theory’. I will be arguing that dance represents a form of knowing and as such constitutes, necessarily one of many forms of knowing that together make up an educational curriculum.


The second part focuses on what constitutes an initiation into dance as a form of knowing; what is the form and content of such an initiation and how this can be related to dance within the Christian faith.


Section III Dance


Section III is concerned exclusively with practical dance and is designed specifically to be used within the Church, education and community. The practical material arises out of the previous critical discussion and is intimately related to the real worlds of dance and the faith.


This section is again divided into two parts.


The first part focuses on set dances. These dances are firmly rooted in scripture and have already been choreographed and proved within the fields of the Church, school and community. They range from very simple movement expressions in which all can easily join, to more demanding and skilful dances designed to stretch the more experienced.


The second part focuses more on dance/scripture ideas. Here the emphasis is on ‘creative dance’ and the reader is encouraged to work out his or her own ideas. The structures are clear and supportive and there are many ideas and possibilities for individual development.


The bibliography provides a very useful list of dance books for further reference.


The distinctions between the three sections are more conceptual than real, for while each concentrates specifically upon certain questions and moves within distinct focus and logical thought patterns, all are intimately inter-related. The focus of all three sections remains the same – dance and the Christian faith.


THREE CO-ORDINATE SPECIES OF KNOWING


I have tried to keep a careful balance between theory and practice within scripture, education and dance. A conceptual structure which is sometimes referred to within philosophy as ‘three co-ordinate species of knowing’ underlies much of the thinking in all the sections and refers to this concern for balance.


(i) Knowing ‘that’ – is propositional knowledge; knowledge about the faith and about dance.


(ii) Knowing ‘how’ – is practical or procedural knowledge in relation to the faith and dance.


(iii) Knowledge ‘of’ – is knowledge by acquaintance which refers to the existential, the inner, heartfelt and ineffable nature of knowledge.


Throughout the book, theoretical knowledge is seen very much as a means to the end of a practical working knowledge and understanding of dance within the Christian faith.*


* For a depth discussion into this notion of three co-ordinate species of knowing the reader is directed to at least two books: (i) Knowledge, K. Lehrer, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1974 (ii) The Theory of Knowledge, D. W. Hamlyn, Macmillan, 1970.
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‘God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, joy and self discipline’ (2 Tim. 1:7). ‘My heart leaps for joy’ (Ps. 28:7). ‘Come, let us sing unto the Lord, let us heartily rejoice in the strength of his salvation’ (Ps. 95). ‘It is fitting for the upright to praise him. Praise the Lord with the harp; make music to him on a ten-stringed lyre … play skilfully and shout for joy’ (Ps. 33).








SECTION I



DANCE AND SCRIPTURE


Part I


Dance as explicitly recorded in scripture
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‘To you, O Lord, I offer my prayer. In you, my God, I trust’ (Ps. 25:1). ‘Our Father who art in heaven’ (Matt. 6:9).








1. BACK TO BASICS: ‘It is written’


Whenever a question is raised within the Church concerning the rightness or wrongness of an action it is not the Church as such that constitutes the fundamental authority. My conviction, and the foundation of all that follows, is that the Bible alone constitutes the divine rule for Christian faith and practice. This is to affirm no more than the Lutheran cry at the Reformation, ‘Sola Scriptura’. While we must always recognise the importance of the local church, which represents its members’ unique and peculiar cultural realisation and expression, the first authority is the Bible – that most precious heritage and unique collection of sixty-six books, written over a period of some 1500 years by some forty different personalities from different cultures, languages and traditions.


This book which is above all books and which contains the ‘written word’ of God, reminds us again and again that our faith must be rooted in scripture. It is quite consistent on this point. ‘It is written …’ in its various guises is a phrase that occurs many times.


Since all scripture is God-breathed we can rely on it. We are exhorted to commit our whole being – minds, hearts and bodies – to the written word. The scriptures are the one sure sufficient foundation for all men, at all times and in all places. Accordingly this first section of our discussion on dance is devoted primarily to scripture.





2. DIFFERENT USES OF THE TERM ‘WORD’ IN SCRIPTURE



I should make it clear that at the moment I am using the term ‘word’ in its everyday, literal sense. It is important for this critical discussion to recognise that ‘word’ in scripture is used in several different ways:






	

John 1:11:




	

‘In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God, and the Word was God’.









	

John 1:14:




	

‘The Word became flesh and dwelt among us’.









	

John 6:63:




	

‘… the words that I speak unto you’.










These distinctions are more conceptual than real. In reality they are intimately interrelated. For the moment, however, I want to focus upon ‘the words that I say unto you’, the written word as expressed in the scriptures to emphasise the fundamental source of authority for any Christian in the belief that all too often within the Church controversies are conducted within parameters which are not always scriptural and which sometimes lead to a distortion and serious undermining of the truth.




3. THE WORD IN THE OLD TESTAMENT AND THE NEW TESTAMENT


Another important point arises from many of the contemporary rejections and criticism of dance. It is not infrequently argued that today’s Church is a New Testament Church and therefore Old Testament records of dance are unreliable or in any case invalid. In terms of dance this means that the many vivid references to religious, communal expression, as well as to worship and the faith generally, are dismissed. It can also sometimes mean a rejection of the essential and fundamental feeling element of the faith which was so characteristic of Hebrew worship.


Jesus was a Jew and as such the Old Testament was his prayer book and teaching. Since he was a Jew it is certain that he danced as it is that he wore a beard. Dance was a normal, everyday occurrence and an intimate part of Hebrew culture which did not make as much distinction between religious and secular as we do today. All life, including dance, was religious by nature. The three quotations I presented to illustrate three different uses of the term ‘word’ all come from the New Testament but that is not meant to imply that they are exclusive to the New Testament. It is quite clear in the Bible that the Word belongs to both the Old and the New. ‘The Bible for Jesus was the Old Testament, and whatever doubts men may have concerning the value and trustworthiness of the Old Testament, those doubts were not shared by the Lord’ (B. H. Edwards),1 ‘It is clearly inconsistent for one who calls Jesus, “Lord”, to think lightly of those scriptures which were for him the supreme revelation of God’ (R. Frances).2


Christ frequently made use of the Old Testament. He used it to introduce himself to Luke (Luke 4:16), to fight Satan (Luke 4:1–12), to silence his enemies (Matt. 26:31), to instruct his hearers (John 6:25–34), to warn his disciples (Matt. 26:31) and teach salvation (John 3:14). He consistently quoted scripture and without question he accepted its accuracy and authority. He also made it quite clear in Matthew 5:17 ‘that he did not come to abolish the Law and the Prophets, but rather to fulfil them’, and that ‘until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of the pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished’. Recorded in the gospels are at least thirty-six different passages of the Old Testament, taken from thirteen different books. Roger Nicole3 claims to have counted in the New Testament 224 quotations from the Old Testament. Lorraine Boattner4 states there are 370 allusions to Old Testament passages. Finally, Kenneth Hawkins5 says, ‘Some people reject the Old Testament, as being non-Christian or sub-Christian. This is no new idea. In the first place, the Christian’s view of the Old Testament must be Christ’s view of it. It is clear that he accepted its authority and validity. The question is whether Christ and Christianity have presented a new or truer view of God which invalidates the Old Testament?


In certain respects, of course, the Old Testament is now invalidated. Animal sacrifices, for example, are no longer necessary since Christ made the final sacrifice, once and for all. The only sacrifice that we as a New Testament Church are exhorted to make, is that of praise. Similarly much of the Jewish ceremonial and legalities are superseded, but this does not mean that those Old Testament rituals such as music and dance should now be completely ignored. They reveal to us a great deal about ourselves and society and also something permanently true about the nature of God and man’s relationship to him. Many of the Old Testament expressions of truth as recorded in the written word have changed but the Word, i.e. the truth, remains absolute, universal and unchanging. Above all in the Old Testament the inner, feeling nature of man remains fundamentally the same. When twentieth-century man reads the Psalms, he reacts with mind, heart and body, much as man did before him.




4. BIBLICAL COMMANDS AND BIBLICAL PRINCIPLES


My third and final point springs directly from our previous discussion and concerns an important conceptual distinction between what I call a ‘biblical command’ and a ‘biblical principle’.


The failure to distinguish between the two can sometimes result in an extraordinary naivety when translating the scriptures into everyday twentieth-century terms – and dance particularly. When reading about justifications or rejections of dance based upon specific references from the Bible I have for some time now felt slightly uncomfortable about the reasoning. It always seemed to me, for example, that the traditional scriptural justification for dance, of David dancing before the ark (2 Sam. 6), while constituting a necessary reason for referring to the Bible and giving due attention and respect to this event, was not a sufficient reason for the dance today. Similarly, the traditional rejection of dance, based upon the scriptural references to ‘worshipping the golden calf’ (Exod. 32) or the ‘dancing of Herodias’s daughter’ (Matt. 14:6) while constituting a necessary reason for looking at the biblical reference was not a sufficient reason for rejecting dance. This distinction between ‘command’ and ‘principle’ will, I hope, help us in identifying this uncertain and rather uncomfortable situation with regard to justifying contemporary sacred dance.


B. H. Edwards6 provides a basic key with which to unlock a more reliable and valid justification for dance Edwards asks the question:




‘What is the purpose of the Bible?’ If its purpose were to be a complete handbook for the space engineer, surgeon, the business man or the building contractor (or dancer) then we would expect it to say everything and could rightly criticise it for anything left out. But in fact, the Bible is first of all a book about God. It tells us all we need to know, and all we shall ever need to know about God: who he is, what he is like, what he does and so on. In this area it is sufficient: it is enough. It tells us accurately about man and salvation. It tells us accurately and in detail what man is like, not physically because that is only a part of man, but spiritually, in his soul and character. It tells us where and why man has gone wrong, and where and how he can put it right. On these subjects the Bible is sufficient. The sufficiency of scripture does not mean this scripture is everything we need to know on a subject. It does mean, however, that it says everything we need to know on the chief subjects of the Bible. Clearly there are many subjects on which the Bible is silent, and in all these areas such as living the Christian life in the modern world, or organising the local church, the scripture gives us principles that are sufficient to guide us in any way and every situation.





There are no subjects upon which scripture has nothing to say either by direct command or indirect principle. Both in our critical analysis of specific biblical references and a more general analysis within contemporary society, a recognition of this distinction is important to our justification of dance. It may be that while there are no clear biblical commands – and this is, perhaps, particularly true of the New Testament – there may nevertheless be any number of principles which constitute sufficient if not necessary reasons for dance. In the same way that there are few explicit and detailed commands with regard to worship, so, too, with dance. And just as there are any number of principles which can reliably and validly justify contemporary worship so, too, can there be for dance.




5. GENERAL REFERENCES TO DANCE IN SCRIPTURE


In arguing for a return to the authority of the written word as expressed in scripture, let us first remind ourselves of two important points:




(i) The Word, although formulated and expressed in public propositional terms is always ‘more than’ and in a sense ‘separate from’ THE WORD. These written symbols of verbal utterances are always about God and are a means to that end. The Word is revered in a variety of ways and a variety of ‘languages’. It is the purpose of this book to argue that dance represents one of these ‘languages’.


(ii) The Word as expressed in writing and handed down to us, translated, interpreted and presented in its present cultural form is necessarily a product of a man-made, multicultured tradition, however inspired it may be. The Word as recorded in scripture is a combination of several linguistic socio-cultural traditions including Hebrew, Greek and Aramaic. These original languages had their own peculiar psycho-socio traditions. This is not to imply necessarily that they are wrong, but simply to remind ourselves that we have to try to put ourselves in the shoes of these writers if we are to understand truthfully the meaning and context of the Word. The written word by itself is not enough.





With this in mind we must be very much aware of the way we interpret dance today. Contemporary conceptions of dance are very different from yesterday’s and if our critical discussion of biblical dance is to have any reliable meaning, we must try to rid ourselves of our ethnocentricity in order to understand the meaning in Old Testament terms. We are so bound to culture and traditions of today that it is sometimes very difficult to truly understand yesterday. Our contemporary social attitudes towards dance are almost totally alien to those of the Old Testament man. The distinction, for example, in our society between religious dance and secular dance simply did not exist in early times. Dance was bound up with life itself and life was intimately bound up with religion. Today, not only do we distinguish between secular dance and sacred dance, we also distinguish a wide variety of dance forms and functions.


Religious dance experts inform us that there are in either the restricted sense or the more extended sense no less than eleven Hebrew verb roots to describe dancing activities and to highlight the nuances of dance movements. ‘This,’ observes W. O. E. Oesterley,7 ‘in what is a relatively poor language is not without significance, and as well as indicating how large a role in its various forms dance must have played among the Israelites it surely points to quite an advanced stage of choreography among the Jews.’ In the description of King David’s dance alone there are four descriptive terms. Not only did he dance in the normal sense of the term sahek, he rotated with all his might, karker; he jumped, pazez; he skipped, rakad (2 Sam. 6:5, 14, 16; 1 Chron. 15:29). The other root words for describing the dance are: Leap or jump, daleg; jump with both feet, kafoz; go around, savav; skip, pase’ah; limp, zala; dance in a circle, hagag.


Encyclopaedia Biblica8 informs us that the chief original Hebrew term for dance was doubtless hag – and that while the rendering ‘feast’ or ‘festival’ will suffice in most cases, it must be remembered that religious feasts necessarily included dance.


Encyclopaedia Judaica9 makes the same point, arguing that hagag implies ‘feast’ and is used in designating the three great Jewish festivals distinguished by their dancing: Hag ha Mazzoth (Passover), Hag ha Bikkurim (Festival of the first fruits), Hag ha Asif (Harvest festival).


There are other such words which may seem unrelated to dance, but when we immerse ourselves in the etymology, history and tradition of the culture, we recognise that they mean much more than we first thought. The written word represents, it is a written record about something or someone and not of someone or something. One of these terms, which by tradition has been used as a synonym for dance, is rakadu which means ‘to dance’ and also ‘rejoice’. It may be that the term ‘rejoice’ is a synonym for ‘dance’ Professor D. Adams10 argues strongly for this interpretation. For those who are interested in the etymology of the dance, I recommend Oesterley’s work The Sacred Dance11 which gives an excellent and thorough account of the Hebrew origins for the term ‘dance’. This etymological study is in some ways a more convincing justification for dance than the more direct accounts. Also helpful is J. H. Eaton, The Psalms Come Alive (Mowbray, 1984), an introduction to the Psalms through the arts.





6. SPECIFIC REFERENCES TO DANCE IN SCRIPTURE



There are something like twenty-four explicit references to dance, depending upon which translation of the Bible you use; nineteen in the Old Testament, and five in the New. These twenty-four by no means represent all the examples of dance. As already indicated there are many references to dance by implication, association, custom and tradition For many of the events described in the Bible, it was not necessary to mention dance specifically for it would be known that such events involved dance. We have already quoted several such terms – ‘rejoice’ and ‘feast’. The timbrel was also frequently associated with dance. It seems that dance was such a normal, everyday event in Jewish life that it did not need mentioning! Hasidic Jews today maintain this tradition and dancing is common beside the Wailing Wall (the so-called Wailing Wall) in Jerusalem at ceremonies like a Bar-Mitzvah. The musical Fiddler on the Roof, portraying a shtetl in Poland, gives a more authentic picture of biblical dance than any modern conception. For the moment, let us identify the specific references to dance:






	

Exod. 15:20




	

Israel’s deliverance from the Red Sea









	

Exod. 32:19




	

Worship of the golden calf









	

Judg. 11:34




	

Jephthah’s return









	

Judg. 21:21




	

Women of Shiloh









	

1 Sam. 18:6




	

David’s victorious return









	

1 Sam. 21:11




	

David’s praise sung in music and dance









	

1 Sam. 29:5




	

David’s victorious return









	

2 Sam. 6:14




	

David dances before the ark









	

1 Kgs. 18:26




	

Worship of Baal









	

1 Chr. 15:29




	

Same as 2 Samuel 6









	

Job 21:11




	

Children singing and dancing









	

Ps. 30:11




	

Weeping and wailing/dancing and rejoicing









	

Ps. 149:3




	

Praise him in the dance









	

Ps. 150:4




	

Praise him in the dance









	

Eccles. 3:4




	

Time to dance









	

S. of S. 6:13




	

Wedding dance









	

Jer. 31:4




	

Joyful dance









	

Jer. 31:13




	

Maidens will dance and be glad









	

Lam. 5:15




	

Dancing turned to mourning









	

Matt. 11:17




	

We played the flute for you









	

Matt. 14:6




	

Daughter of Herodias’s dance









	

Mark 6:22




	

Daughter of Herodias’s dance









	

Luke 7:32




	

We played the flute for you Luke









	

15:25




	

We heard music – the Prodigal Son










It is not very helpful to try to classify these references to biblical dance within contemporary categories which distinguish between one dance form and another in terms of vocabulary, context, structure, function, etc., to produce classifications such as classical ballet, modern, contemporary, stage, ballroom, tap, folk, national, ethnic, educational, creative, spectacular, disco. Dance during biblical times was more a homogeneous phenomenon whereas today it is much more heterogeneous with a diverse and complex variety of movement expressions.


As far as it is possible to tell, no distinctions based on vocabulary, form and function existed within Israelite culture. There is the possible exception of Herodias’s daughter, but this, by all accounts, was more to do with Roman and Greek than Hebrew culture. Although I feel sure that dance was in some limited sense codified, and by that I mean there were probably some established movements, forms, rhythms, etc., in the main it seems to have been much more interpretative, more improvised and intuitive than we know of today. With the exception of David’s dance, possibly, and certainly with Salome’s – dance was communal dance. It does not usually appear as an entertainment. It was a communal, religious expression and although everyone may not physically have taken part, all took part in spirit.


So to try to squeeze biblical dance into our present systems of thought could hinder our understanding. There was no such thing as non-religious dance in the sense that we understand the term today, although no doubt there was dance and dancing that was unlawful (e.g. golden calf). Victory dances, nature dances, harvest dances, wedding dances, festivals, processions, worship and rejoicing were all occasions for religious celebration.


Let us now begin to examine in detail some of these specific references to dance and identify something of the scriptural principles that formed the basis of such expression.




7. SOME BASIC QUESTIONS ABOUT THE DANCE


Before we become involved in critical analysis of particular references, we should formulate some general basic questions to apply to all the examples to help us build a meaningful framework from within which to construct a contemporary justification for dance and the Christian faith, and a series of possibilities in terms of form and content for such a religious expression.


Examining each dance example we shall pose the following questions:


(i) Who danced?


(ii) Why did they dance? What was the occasion?


(iii) What form did the dance take?


(iv) What do we know about the dancer(s)?


(v) What do we know about the occasion in general biblical terms?


(vi) What is the significance of this passage with regard to dance and the Christian faith today?



Example 1 Exodus 15:20–21 Miriam





‘And Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron, took a timbrel in her hand: and all the women went out after her with timbrels and with dances. And Miriam answered them:


“Sing ye to the Lord, for he hath triumphed gloriously;


The horse and rider hath he thrown into the sea.”’





Who danced?


Miriam and the women danced.


Why did they dance? What was the occasion?
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