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Introduction



The aim of this book is to provide brief introductions to some of the world’s spiritual classics. The first question we had to face was how widely we should cast our net in choosing the selection of books to be covered.


There is no simple answer to the question of what makes a book a spiritual classic. We have made a deliberate choice not to include any religious scripture; in other words, there are no selections from the Bible, or from the sacred books of any other religion. Instead these are books that are in one way or another concerned with spirituality, theology or matters of faith.


By necessity the choice is an eclectic one. Every editor would make a different selection when presented with this task, and no one can claim that their choice is definitive. A brief list of those whose books haven’t been included makes it clear how difficult the choice was. We haven’t included Martin Luther or Ignatius of Loyola, nor George MacDonald or Thomas à Kempis. There was no room for John Wesley, Sheldon Vanauken, Phoebe Palmer or Sundar Singh. Every one of these writers (and a hundred more besides) have written books that can rightly be regarded as classics. Meanwhile some books that are widely regarded as spiritual classics may, on closer examination, prove to be less profound than they might have seemed.


Rather than attempt the impossible we have chosen to celebrate the wide range of spiritual writing that can be read for enjoyment or inspiration, including books from outside of the mainstream religious tradition, such as novels, and more than one title that can be regarded as a book for children. We have tried to focus on important works while recognising that people find spiritual enlightenment and succour in a wide variety of books.


This leads us on to the second question confronted in making the selections for this book. We are writing from within the Christian tradition, but there is an argument for taking a wider approach, and trying to present a neutral view of ‘spirituality around the world’ Even within Christianity, we had to decide how we would deal with the many different strands and beliefs that exist.


It is far beyond the scope of this book to present a history of the Christian Church. Nonetheless we have to acknowledge that there have been many different beliefs grouped under the umbrella of Christianity. We have included books from many different parts of the Christian Church over the centuries, including medieval mysticism, Quakers, modern evangelists, Protestant and Catholic alike. We have intentionally avoided giving any particular kind of Christian belief priority over others. This is not intended as a clumsy attempt at ecumenical inclusiveness, merely to reflect the fact that inspired and fascinating thinkers have emerged from all different facets of Christian history.


Moving beyond Christianity, the last two sections of the book explore secular spirituality and writings from different religious traditions. Rather than make any attempt to include a representation of every type of world religion or belief, we have chosen an interesting range of titles that seem to have some specific angle or message that reaches beyond their religious origins.


These are intended as examples of titles that may appeal to anyone who has a broad interest in matters of spirituality and religion. Of course, as with the Christian texts, it is impossible to claim any kind of completeness or to deny that many other books could equally have been included.


Each book that we have chosen is described in a few pages. It can be hard to capture the essence of a book in such a short space. Our guiding principle was to try to explain the books in such a way as to convey a brief idea of what each one has to offer the interested reader. But also we wanted to answer the question ‘Would I enjoy and understand this book?’ which sometimes involves trying to explain the strengths and weaknesses of the book for a modern reader.


The ‘Speed Reads’ included at the end of each entry aim to deliver a quick sense of what the writer is like to read. They also provide a highly compressed, and occasionally somewhat flippant summary of the main points of the book in question.


Overall we have aimed for a chatty and comprehensible style, even if this occasionally risks criticism for being insufficiently serious. We have tried to explain the books as we would to an interested friend, rather than taking too academic a viewpoint, and we hope that this makes for a readable and interesting journey.


Each entry is self-contained, and there is no reason why the book shouldn’t be used for ‘dipping into’. However, we have also arranged the book into seven sections, grouping the books together in various ways. Within each section the books are arranged chronologically. While there is no attempt at a joined-up historical approach, the chronological progression at times reveals some interesting juxtapositions and relations between the books included.


There are a couple of general editorial points to be made. First, many of these books are available in a variety of editions and with alternative titles. In these cases we have aimed to use the best-known title. Some of the original publication dates are also uncertain – we have used first publication where this is known, but for some of the earlier books the best we can do is give the correct century or decade. In a few cases the quote given at the start of the section is not from the specific book under discussion – this is because we felt that the best way to give a flavour of an author’s writing was to use an alternative quote from their other writings.


In conclusion, we hope that this book will provide entertainment and inspiration and will be a useful, if idiosyncratic guide to a representative selection of the many wonderful spiritual books that have been written over the centuries.





1
Early Christian Classics



The story of the early Christian Church is a complex, fascinating one. From the early days of persecution in the Roman Empire, through legalisation in the fourth century, and the gradual spread of the gospel across subsequent centuries, Christianity survived and continued to evolve during some dark times in history. The attitudes of the very early Christians are represented here by two remarkable texts: The Sayings of the Desert Fathers and The City of God. Both cast a great deal of light onto the early history of the Church.


In the latter part of the first millennium, following the collapse of the Roman Empire, the Church became a major political player in Europe, while the monastic movement developed the theology and philosophy that underpinned the religion.


This was the period in which the Christian Church established its dominion over much of Europe, went into battle with the more recent Islamic faith in the Crusades, established the Inquisition to suppress the unorthodox, and ultimately separated into the Eastern and Roman branches of the Church, a schism that remains today.


In this period, Christianity was primarily a paternalistic religion in which the message of Christ was interpreted for ordinary people by the priesthood. Within the Roman Church, masses and Bibles continued to be propagated in Latin, even as that language died as an everyday tongue and became a historical relic. Texts from this period reveal a great deal of the history and development of the Church, although their reliance on scholastic theology can make them dense and hard to empathise with today.


From a modern perspective, it is more interesting to look at some of the books that started to emerge from about the fourteenth century onwards. From a distance, books of orthodoxy are less interesting than those thinkers who tried to understand their own personal relationship with God. Writers such as Meister Eckhart and Marguerite Porete departed from the orthodox teaching of the Church to one degree or another and suffered the consequences. From this time onwards the invention of the printing press also meant that unorthodox ideas could be rapidly circulated over distances that had been impossible in the Middle Ages.


It is perhaps not surprising that the most enduring writing of this period was produced by thinkers who were starting to question the established Church in one way or another. Teresa of Ávila and St John of the Cross were reacting against the luxury and decadence of their contemporaries in the Church when they founded the Discalced Carmelites. Even John Bunyan, who was writing after the establishment of the Protestant Church of England, was fighting for his own Puritan ideals against the prevailing orthodoxy of hiscountry.


In this section of the book we encounter some mysticism, several puritanical approaches, and the ‘back-to-basics’ Christianity of St Francis, who dared to take Christ at his word when he implored his followers to spread the word without shoes or money. Several of the authors in this section were condemned as heretical in their time, while others, such as Teresa of Ávila and St Francis, had to battle for their views against stubborn opposition.


To the modern reader the appeal of these books lies in seeing the individual struggling with the demands of trying to live a good life, attempting to reach their own understanding of Christ’s message and their own comprehension of the divine, rather than simply relying on received wisdom. Instead of regarding the individualism of these writers as heresy or unorthodoxy, we can understand that they were merely aiming to reach a more complete and authentic understanding of their spirituality.


There is also a great deal of poetry and beauty in titles such as The Little Flowers of St Francis and Dark Night of the Soul, while The Pilgrim’s Progress has been a hugely influential work of literature over the subsequent centuries. Beyond their spiritual message, these books are a reminder of the enormous contribution that spiritual writing has made to the cultural and intellectual development of the modern world.


Sayings of the Desert Fathers
The Desert Fathers, Fourth Century


‘Let us charge into the good fight with joy and love without being afraid of our enemies. Though unseen themselves, they can look at the face of our soul, and if they see it altered by fear, they take up arms against us all the more fiercely. For the cunning creatures have observed that we are scared. So let us take up arms against them courageously. No one will fight with a resolute fighter.’


For an insight into the attitudes of the very early Church, there is no better place to start than with the sayings of the Desert Fathers, which have been published in a variety of collections, sometimes under the Latin name of Apophthegmata Patrum. The Desert Fathers were those hermits, monks and ascetics who lived a few centuries after Christ, and chose to follow monastic or eremitic lives in the desert region of Egypt, from the third century onwards. At this stage the life and work of Christ was relatively recent history, so it is fascinating to see how the beliefs and practices of the Desert Fathers reflect their understanding of his message.


The Fathers had mostly fled from the persecution of the Roman Empire, which was going through a turbulent period, during which Christians were often made into scapegoats. The reign of the emperor Diocletian was a particularly brutal one for early followers of Christ and the religion became a fugitive one, operating in small refugee communities away from urban centres.


Christianity in the Roman Empire was legalised in 313 by the Emperor Constantine, but while Christians were now free to live openly, some continued the solitary lives that they had developed during the harsher years. The desert had great appeal as a place where people could live in stoic simplicity – the story of Christ’s temptation and fasting on the mountain, having been baptised by John the Baptist, was one that resonated deeply with the early Christians. To some degree they were attempting to recreate the deprivations of his time there. They were also continuing older religious traditions of asceticism and adapting these to a specifically Christian way of life.


By living in isolation in the desert and exercising extreme self-discipline, they aimed to follow in the path of Jesus, rejecting worldly pleasures and seeking a closer relationship with God. The Desert Fathers were revered for their wisdom and holiness, and their sayings and deeds were thus collected by early writers. They also gained a reputation for some highly individual and idiosyncratic practices. For instance, Simeon Stylites chose to live for thirty-seven years on a platform perched on top of a pole, to find a pure form of solitude and sacrifice. This seems rather comical now, but it is an example of the extremes of devout behaviour that were evident in the Desert Fathers.


Over time, their lives as hermits became more formal and less solitary and, under the influence of significant figures such as Anthony the Great and Pachomius, a life of common prayer and meals, together with solitary prayer and meditation, became the basis of the Christian monastic tradition. The fundamental idea of the Fathers – that we can ascend to God through a mixture of self-sacrifice, abstinence and meditation leading to spiritual progress – became a model of Christian practice that is still influential today.


One modern figure who edited a collection of their sayings was Thomas Merton, best known for his twentieth-century exposition of the virtues of the monastic life and solitude. As a young man he had aspired to live a life as holy as those of the Desert Fathers – again this demonstrates how their practices have inspired people across the centuries.


Many different selections of the source material have been published. Some divide the material by subject matter, others by the father (or mother) to whom sayings and deeds are ascribed. It has to be remembered that the sayings of the Desert Fathers can’t be seen as reliable history. The collections were originally passed down from the Coptic Church, via Greek translations, and it is impossible to know if the sayings and deeds ascribed to particular Fathers are accurate. But from any of these collections you can get a general impression of the beliefs and acts of these individuals and the state of the Church in their lifetimes.


The sayings cover a wide range of theological and spiritual areas. Obviously there is an emphasis on the ascetic life. There is also a tendency for some of the stories of deprivations and suffering welcomed by the Fathers to seem somewhat grotesque and masochistic by modern standards. However, one can’t help but be impressed by the hardiness of those who were prepared to undergo these deprivations in the name of their beliefs. There are also inevitable moments of misogyny, as the temptation of women is regarded with particular horror by these Fathers. But this has to be seen within the context of the period.


One especially inspiring aspect of the sayings for the modern reader is the extraordinary perseverance that these Fathers show in their attitude to spiritual progress. St John of the Ladder writes: ‘Do not be surprised that you fall every day; do not give up, but stand your ground courageously. And assuredly, the angel who guards you will honour your patience.’ We can find great inspiration in such attitudes even if we are unlikely to follow the Desert Fathers to their extremes of asceticism. Jesus said, ‘Deny yourself, take up your cross and follow me.’ Today we rarely take these words as seriously as the early Church did, but the Desert Fathers are examples of believers who took every word of Jesus’ exhortation with full seriousness.


Another way we can take inspiration from the Desert Fathers today is with regard to temptation. Anyone who tries to live a good life will know the problem of temptation, whether this be from failing to live up to one’s own expectations, or from the temptations of sensuality, over-eating, laziness or whatever may be our personal weaknesses.


Since the Desert Fathers tried to live such ascetic existences, they were constantly faced with the problem of temptation, as even an additional crumb of food might count for them as a failure to live up to their personal standards. Abba Isaiah the Solitary wrote: ‘When you pray to God in time of temptation do not say, “Take this . . . away from me”, but pray like this: “O Jesus Christ, sovereign Master, help me and do not let me sin against Thee . . .”’ Rather than imploring Jesus to deliver him from temptation, Abba Isaiah suggests that we should concentrate on the imperative not to sin, and thus overcome the temptation even when it remains with us. This is a powerful approach to the problem – to pray for the temptation to be taken from us implies that we are not strong enough to reject it. Whereas to pray for Christ’s help in avoiding sin suggests that our desire to avoid sin should be powerful enough to overcome the temptation no matter what, which is a far stronger faith.


The power of the sayings of the Desert Fathers lies in many such small moments of contemplation. The sayings make an ideal accompaniment to prayer and meditation, as they can be read in short bursts and each moment inspires us to consider different aspects of faith and belief. Some of the Fathers’ words and deeds may seem to be truly archaic, but other thoughts and ideas remain as true today as they were all those centuries ago.
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Sayings of the Desert Fathers


THE SPEED READ



The collected sayings and deeds of the early Christian hermits, monks and ascetics who lived in the Scetes desert in the fourth century ad, either in solitude or in small groups overseen by an elder. Undertaking lives of asceticism and holiness, they represent an extreme but powerful representation of early Christianity, and their sayings retain great power to inspire and teach us today.
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City of God
Augustine, Fifth Century



‘Though there are very many nations all over the earth . . . there are no more than two kinds of human society, which we may justly call two cities . . . one consisting of those who live according to man, the other of those who live according to God . . . To the City of Man belong the enemies of God . . . so inflamed with hatred against the City of God.’


One of the most interesting thinkers of the medieval period was Augustine of Hippo. A North African, who converted to Christianity, he has to be understood within the specific intellectual culture of his time. The main concern of many contemporary writers was to harmonise Christian ideas with the thinking of the Greek philosophers, Plato in particular.


The Egyptian writer Plotinus is often seen as the foremost interpreter of Plato in a Christian context in this period, but the task he set himself was one that many attempted: to provide a rational foundation for the mystical and theological aspects of Christian, Jewish or, later, Islamic belief. In many cases this strand of early Christian writing makes for fairly dull reading fifteen centuries or so later.


By contrast, Augustine gave a compelling account of his life in The Confessions, which is regarded as one of the first true autobiographies, in the modern sense. The picture he paints of himself is not flattering – a follower of Manicheanism (a belief system that was based on a duality of good versus evil), he was tempted into evil ways and pleasures of the flesh. A turning point came when he picked up a Bible and read a passage from St Paul concerning licentiousness, and this led to his conversion.


Based on his own early life, Augustine saw mankind as weak in spirit, and only capable of gaining redemption through God’s grace. He moved away from the Manichean belief in evil, instead coming to define evil as the absence of good. This led him to regard rationality as being less important than faith in God. However, he did still believe that philosophy can help us to understand our faith.


He rejected the sceptical belief that we can’t know anything with certainty, pointing out that ‘Si fallor, sum’ (‘If I am mistaken, I exist’) – he used this early version of ‘I think therefore I am’ in the same way that Descartes would in the seventeenth century: as the basis for asserting that we can have trust in our perceptions because we can trust in God.


In The Confessions, Augustine also wrote with subtlety and wisdom on questions such as necessary truth and free will. He saw free will as a function of the way that we experience time – God experiences the world without our limitations and knows all our choices. Whereas we have to work out our decisions without knowing the future, and free will is therefore an essential part of how we must live our lives.


In many respects, City of God is a more difficult read than The Confessions. Augustine wrote it (in Latin) in the early part of the fifth century, following the sacking of Rome by Visigoths in 410. This was a crisis point in the history of Rome – many Romans believed that the sacking was a punishment for having turned away from their earlier gods to Christianity. Augustine’s first aim in the book is to counter this idea, suggesting that it is not always necessary for the earthly rule of Christianity to triumph for the City of God to flourish. The book deals with issues such as martyrdom and the suffering of early Christians in this context, and analyses the relationship between the Christian Church and other religions, including Judaism and paganism. The full title of the book is sometimes given as The City of God Against The Pagans.


Christianity was now the official religion of the Roman Empire. But Augustine stresses that the fundamental Christian message is more spiritual than political. So we should look to heaven, rather than focusing on worldly events. In particular, Augustine asks us to contemplate the mystical heavenly city of New Jerusalem. This idea that Jerusalem would be literally or figuratively recreated in heavenly surroundings, a final destination for saints and the redeemed, is a recurring theme in Jewish and Christian texts.


Augustine also considers the long sweep of human history. He contrasts the City of Man with the City of God. Harking back to his Confessions, he sees the City of Man as being prone to weakness, licentiousness and failure to recognise Christian values. Whereas the City of God (which is a metaphor rather than a literal place in his writing) is made up of people who are able to resist temptation and devote themselves to the Christian message.


The City of God can be heavy going for a modern reader. Augustine makes many digressions in which he seeks to reject pagan beliefs on philosophical grounds, and this makes the book very much of its time.


The book has also been criticised from a different point of view: some believe that it was a powerful influence within Christianity, but in a malign way. This is because it helped to establish the idea that the Christian Church was in a long-term battle against the pagan (or infidel) horde. This idea would influence the Crusaders and the Spanish Inquisition and can still be perceived today in extreme elements of modern Christian evangelism. Of course, Augustine can’t really be blamed for the excesses of some of those who followed him, but the confrontational nature of the book does tend to lend itself to such interpretations.


Overall, Augustine’s work makes for a difficult but intriguing read. It is interesting to consider the historical context: the struggles of the early Church to establish itself in people’s hearts and minds in spite of political turmoil. Beyond that, there is inspiration to be taken from Augustine’s personal determination to overcome temptation, and from his idea that the City of Man is ephemeral, while the eternal City of God is where we should fix our gaze.
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City of God


THE SPEED READ



Pagans have wrecked the city of Rome, but do not be disheartened or return to false gods. What you see here is the City of Man, where people are often weak, licentious and lacking Christian virtues. What we are seeking to build is the City of God, where man’s innate weakness will be overcome through faith in God.
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The Cloud of Unknowing
Anonymous, Approx. 1375


‘God can be taken and held by love but not by thought.’


The Cloud of Unknowing is an anonymous fourteenth-century spiritual guidebook. It is thought to have been written by an English monk (possibly a Carthusian). It is framed as advice to someone who is setting forth on a life of contemplation, as a young monk might be doing. It advocates the idea that we can only approach God through love, not through knowledge or rational thought.


The author describes our basic human desire to comprehend the world as a stumbling block on the route to reaching God through simple love. He writes that this need to understand will ‘replace the darkness which you have pierced to reach God with clear images of something which, however good, however beautiful, however Godlike, is not God’.


It is a short text, made up of brief chapters, and it is surprisingly readable for a modern reader, in spite of the convoluted phraseology. It gives a good insight into medieval mysticism and the spiritual problems that faced a monk of the time. Some writers have even claimed it espouses a Zen-like view of Christianity.


The unknown author of The Cloud of Unknowing translated several other religious texts, including a version of the works of the fifth-century Syrian now known as Pseudo-Dionysius (or Dionysius the Areopagite). His work Concerning Mystical Theology took its starting point from St Paul’s references in Acts 17 to ‘the unknown God’. From here he developed the system of belief that later theologians would classify as ‘Apophatic Mysticism’. This is an unfortunately daunting bit of theological jargon but it is not as complicated as it sounds.


Pseudo-Dionysius taught that however we try to imagine God, the true nature of God must lie beyond any concept we could hold in our mind. So he directed us towards an ‘imageless’ approach to the divine being. Apophatic mysticism is sometimes defined as dealing with knowledge of God via a process of negation – this is true in so far as it is a belief system that negates any image of God we might have and insists that God is unknowable.


Instead this ‘negative’ spirituality emphasises the grand mystery of God, and the transcendence of rational thought that leaves God clouded in darkness to our rational minds. Other writers such as Meister Eckhart and John of the Cross would be influenced by this way of thinking but The Cloud of Unknowing is one of the most complete and eloquent medieval statements of apophatic mysticism.


Regarding the impossibility of knowledge of God, the author writes:




thou hast brought me with thy question into that same darkness, and into that same cloud of unknowing, that I would thou wert in thyself. For of all other creatures and their works, yea, and of the works of God’s self, may a man through grace have fullhead of knowing, and well he can think of them: but of God Himself can no man think.





For this author, the fact that God cannot be reached through rational understanding means that we must recognise our own weakness in the face of the divine. The voice of the teacher in the book varies between loving encouragement of the pupil and a harsher tone. In particular, when the author is emphasising the humility we need to cultivate, he takes a strong tone of chastisement:




Look up now, weak wretch, and see what thou art. What art thou, and what hast thou merited, thus to be called of our Lord? What weary wretched heart, and sleeping in sloth, is that, the which is not wakened with the draught of this love and the voice of this calling.





However, the teacher’s aim in insisting that God is unknowable is not to demoralise his pupil. It is merely to prepare him for the idea that we can only approach God through unconditional love. He counsels that prayer should not be a matter of language or rational constructions. Instead we should develop an ‘inner silence’ – we should push all images and concepts out of our mind into a ‘cloud of forgetting’. Then we should strive with our whole heart simply to love God, even though God will always remain hidden from our conscious understanding by the ‘cloud of unknowing’.


At this point the author counsels his pupil to pray by focusing on a single word such as ‘God’ or ‘love’, suggesting that by repeating this word one’s heart can develop a love for God without the interference of our conscious rationality.


This is a technique that has been adapted by some modern theologians and some Trappist monks, in the idea of ‘centring prayer’, through which a single word becomes the entire prayer. However, here we also see why some modern writers see a connection between The Cloud of Unknowing and Eastern religion, in both Zen Buddhism and the meditational practices of Hindu gurus.


Rather than encourage pupils to conceptualise God, the teacher is advising them to reject extraneous thoughts, and to focus only on the love for God. But we can’t know God, so we do not know what it is that we are loving. All we can do is to try to send a ‘sharp dart’ of love to attempt to pierce the cloud of unknowing:




And therefore, although it be good sometimes to think of the kindness and the worthiness of God in special, and although it be a light and a part of contemplation: nevertheless yet in this work it shall be cast down and covered with a cloud of forgetting. And thou shalt step above it stalwartly, but Mistily, with a devout and a pleasing stirring of love, and try for to pierce that darkness above thee. And smite upon that thick cloud of unknowing with a sharp dart of longing love.





This is a medieval, monastic author and as a result his voice can often be stern. However, there is a generosity and encouragement in the writing for anyone considering a contemplative existence. The author writes that it is ‘not what you are nor what you have been that God sees with his all-merciful eyes, but what you desire to be’. So even though God can’t be known, the presumption is that as well as loving God we will be loved and forgiven by the divine being.


This emphasis on the unknowability of God makes apophatic mysticism a precursor of some elements of later philosophy. Rationalist philosophers of the renaissance, such as Descartes, would attempt to ground philosophy in certain knowledge derived from God. However, Spinoza and others insisted on the impossibility of knowledge of God, arguing that we could only work within the limits of our rationality.


Eventually Kant, in dividing the world into noumena and phenomena, would argue that in trying to understand the noumenal world (the world of things as they are rather than as we perceive them) we inevitably come up against the ‘bounds of reason’. He argues that, as rational beings, we behave as though we can have knowledge beyond the world we perceive, in order to escape the intolerable possibility that life is meaningless.


Kierkegaard would then seize on this idea and suggest that to approach God we must make a ‘leap of faith’. In each of these thinkers one can hear a belated echo of the apophatic mystics’ conviction that God was unknowable, and that rational thought could not allow us access to the divine being.


The Cloud of Unknowing has inspired many mystical and contemplative thinkers over the centuries and is still a readable and inspiring book. We may not know who the author was, but their personality shines through in the text and the message is one that resonates in many surprising ways with modern spiritual thought.
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The Cloud of Unknowing


THE SPEED READ



So you want me to teach you how to live the contemplative life? First you need to realise that you are a weak wretch, and that no image you hold in your mind can approach the mystery and majesty of God. So in a condition of utter humility you must try to remove rational thought from your prayers and, in order to approach an unknowable God, you must use the simplest prayer of your heart. Then you will be able to send sharp darts of love into the cloud of unknowing that surrounds God.
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The Mirror of Simple Souls
Marguerite Porete, Fourteenth Century
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