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Editor’s Preface





THE TALKS IN THIS BOOK were given at a one-month retreat in May 2003 inaugurating the Forest Refuge, a new long-term retreat center at Insight Meditation Center in Barre, Massachusetts.


I had not seen my old teacher, Sayadaw U Paṇḍita, in eleven years. “How did I let you get so old!” I thought, seeing the softened contours of his cheeks, his swollen legs and difficulty walking.


His mind is as incisive and dynamic, his character adamantine as when we first met, nearly half my life ago; and yet the aging process is having its inexorable way with both of us.


His end may come before mine, but who knows?


Death’s time is uncertain but its eventual arrival isn’t. This is the gist of death awareness, maraṇasati, a practice Sayadaw encourages for every person.


Through his eighty-odd years, Sayadaw has kept faith with the monk’s robes; has taught hundreds, if not thousands, of students how they can liberate themselves from inner torment; established and maintained monasteries and retreat centers in Burma and the U.S.; and has stood up to his country’s misguided regime, at the risk of his life, as the teacher of the Nobel peace laureate Aung San Suu Kyi. Suu Kyi seems to be spending her adult life in house arrest while a junta of generals—consistently rated among the world’s ten worst governments—brutalizes the people who elected her. Sayadaw’s instructions help Suu Kyi sustain her composure, even when she’s denied human contact and adequate food.


As for me, a wavering pipsqueak in comparison, Sayadaw has ordained me briefly twice for a few months each time. Such short-term ordination is legitimate, even recommended in the Southeast Asian Theravadan Buddhist tradition for people who may not be able to make a lifelong commitment. It was very, very good for me, providing some of the happiest memories of this lifetime. Sayadaw has also freely given me the profound teachings of vipassana, and the blissful ones of mettā, or loving-kindness, as well as consistent exhortations to upgrade my morality.


All told I’ve sat about a year of intensive retreat under his direction. We lived through the slaughter of 1988 together, in Rangoon. Others know him far better, and are more loyal students—among Westerners there is Sayadaw U Vivekānanda, whose name means “Bliss of Discernment,” a German monk who’s now a fully trained meditation master, and the Venerable Vajirañānī, “Indestructible Knowledge,” formerly Ellen Mooney, recently one of only three nuns in all of Burma to pass the third-level Pāḷi canon exams after having been taught in Burmese, a language she came to in her late 30s.


Still, this is the second book of Sayadaw’s I’ve edited, so perhaps I can claim that a kind of conversation has taken place to justify the opinions and reminiscences below. Moreover, it is impossible to understand his teaching without putting it into practice.


The total environment of an U Paṇḍita retreat squeezes you from every direction—not only is there intense awareness every minute of the day, there is also physical restriction, many hours of sitting still with eyes closed; and formal walking meditation for many hours a day. One’s slowed-down movements go no farther than the dining room and toilet. All this time, the verbal part of the mind is not asleep, but its energy is diverted into working out how to label each experience with simple accuracy, remembering and jotting down significant details of experience, so as to boil a whole day into a quick summary report for a teacher. Add lack of sleep; a lower, lighter food intake—one wonders what one is doing to one’s brain chemistry.


Truly, the totality of the retreat experience seems artfully composed to squeeze the meaning through one’s being, or perhaps rather squeeze one’s being through the meaning. Intensive retreat drives Sayadaw’s words from the ears into the brain, thence down into the heart and through one’s very cells.


Since most readers may not be able to practice intensively with Sayadaw U Paṇḍita for a long time, I wish to offer a light-hearted picture of one environment into which Sayadaw’s sermons have landed.


I first met Sayadaw U Paṇḍita in 1984, when he came to the West for the first time to teach a special retreat for teachers and other seasoned practitioners at Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts. I was a long-term meditator at IMS then, spending a nine-month interlude in silent retreat. Deemed too young in my practice to keep up with the high-level instruction, I and several others were allowed to stay at the center, meditating in the same hall with the participants, and attending the Sayadaw’s evening talks, while carrying on our own, less intense level of practice.


Many of us were soon relieved we hadn’t qualified. We had never experienced a teacher like Sayadaw U Paṇḍita, who demands as much from a practitioner as he gives in return. Energy, effort, dynamism, and commitment characterize his instructions. Compassion and tenderness are kept closer to his chest, shown in wry asides or gentle personal reminders. His discourses were—and still are—all about attacking and capturing the object of attention, chopping down defilements and distractions, “penetrating the object,” and taking a merciless attitude toward the causes of one’s internal suffering. Kilesa, mental defilement, seemed his favorite word. To one like me, brought up in Baptist missionary Sunday schools, this sounded retrograde, a Buddhist version of fire and brimstone. As for his powerfully authoritative style, it wasn’t what I was looking for on an adopted spiritual path.


Yet he did guarantee that if you do your homework you would get the answer. Actually, you would be the answer. After a certain number of permutations, you’d come out free in mind and heart.


No doubt about it.


This was intriguing. Enlightenment guaranteed? In the basement under the meditation hall, we junior meditators muttered, trying to make sense of the new Burmese sensation. “He’s so aggressive!” “How can liberation be reduced to a formula?” for Sayadaw had made this explicit claim. His method was foolproof, all you had to do was follow the instructions. We discussed how physically enormous Sayadaw seemed, despite being under five foot six.


Was this a siddhi, a meditator’s psychic power?


He was also cute, we blasphemously decided, with his stout waddling walk and impish grin. His jokes—the best thing about them was how amusing he found them himself.


The main clue to his having said something funny was seeing him grin and oscillate from side to side on the dais. It is considered undignified for Burmese monks to laugh, but once anyone realized Sayadaw was joking the entire meditation hall would be overcome with hilarity, despite the fact that his monk’s humor was often so innocuous as to seem almost pointless. Actually the pointlessness was in itself funny, maybe the funniest thing of all. You had to be there—in retreat, a captive audience.


Then there were those other times he found amusing, when he’d extemporize about the foibles of particular people while we all writhed in sympathy. “Some yogis,” he’d say, drawing out the words to twice their length, the translator following diligently along. “Some yogis say they do not like to spend one hour per day doing their cleaning jobs!”


We didn’t want to share the fate of “some yogis,” morally or in being publicly exposed.


Possibly my Scottish Protestant ancestry, with its ethic of self-effacement and moral rectitude, awoke from some genetic hideaway right around then and began to take an interest.


Pretty soon we observed many of our teachers were sleeping less than four hours a night. They ate nothing in the evenings, not even a snack. Sayadaw taunted the men by saying the women were stronger, sleeping less, down to one or two hours. “Stone-age psychology,” one teacher grumbled, and left the retreat. Another teacher was seen gulping instant coffee, desperate to overcome his natural sleep patterns.


Perhaps on that first retreat, Sayadaw was coming on a little stronger than usual, shocked by our Western ways. This was his first visit to the U.S.A. We heard he’d never seen a flush toilet before. An attendant told us he’d never watched television either, hardly strange for a renunciate monk living under a regime as xenophobic as Burma’s. After passing through a room where a cop show was playing, Sayadaw pointedly remarked how appalling was the West, where killing was a form of entertainment. It had to be explained: murders on TV are simulated.


Meanwhile one woman, a founder of IMS, had been instructed to move so slowly it took her a full hour to cross the dining hall. She was paying the closest possible attention to the sensations in her feet and the responses in her mind. Having since tried the ultra-slowdown method myself, I know it brings forth a near-hallucinatory level of detail, ruptures stale habitual perceptions, and can thus furnish a paradoxical fast lane to a blissful mental equilibrium. But back then, looking in from the outside, her creeping walk was all but terrifying, especially given the slight, floating smile that hovered on her palely concentrated face.


Getting stuck behind her in a doorway was horrible, too: you wanted to honk the horn, but were constrained to noting feelings of impatience.


Nor had any of us heard about having an interview every single day, ten minutes where you didn’t ramble on about your emotions or tell the teacher how you felt you were doing, but offered concrete information about the movements of your belly. We all knew we’d flunk the Sayadaw’s pop-quizzes, abrupt questions like, “Tell me how you brush your hair!” designed to expose swaths of inattention. Our grapevine buzzed with tales of breakthroughs and bloody hallucinations. Sayadaw said one of our venerable teachers had fallen prey to an afternoon-long anger fit after indulging a single moment of distraction—see why you should never open the door to a kilesa?


Sayadaw grinned, rocking in his happy-baby glee. We tried to figure out which teacher it had been.


He taught that there were stages of insight, a progression of modalities of experience that culminates in “cessation,” otherwise known as nibbāna (the Sanskrit word for which is the more-familiar nirvana). Nibbāna wasn’t described, because maybe you’d try to fake it if you knew what it was supposed to be like. “Cessation” was a hint, but even in that word endless subtleties were contained. Was it nothing, or a lack of something? Anyway, with good kamma (Skt. karma) and sufficient effort in practice, the stages would unfold naturally and inexorably as your concentrated, sensitized mind penetrated successive layers of reality. We heard about the “rolling-up-the-mat stage,” where everything feels painful and awful, and your meditation seems to be going horribly, and you want to roll up your mat and go home; yet your teacher smiles with pleasure because this means you’ve reached the door to higher insights. Higher insights? It was hinted that they became more pleasant.


Then once you’d “dipped” into nibbāna, you would never do anything really bad again. But then you had to start over, and make it to nibbāna three more times before your suffering fully cleared.


We were intrigued, awed, repelled.


Each of us junior meditators was eventually offered a chance to meet Sayadaw in person, and ask a question. Having taken on a load of freshly undigested information larded with spiritual gossip, I felt sure a horde of weird sensations lay in wait to reward the diligent. Having recently rediscovered a subtle and persistent ringing in my ear, residue of having been hit by a truck at age ten, I decided this must be a superior object of attention to those banally repetitive abdominal sensations Sayadaw was so obsessed with. Those had to be for rank beginners. There must be secret instructions that the privileged few were getting. The ringing in my ear could be my secret key to the progress of insight. Thus convinced I secretly expected praise for bringing up this subtle sound. I asked Sayadaw’s permission to take hissing and ringing of my ear as a primary object, instead of the swelling and softening of my belly.


He had just eaten lunch and was reading a newspaper which he never lowered as he gave his answer. Had I not heard the instruction to pay attention to the breathing?


Good, then I should do that. He compared me to a first-grade student, learning the alphabet, who must ignore a truck rumbling past outside. Had you told me just then that this man would one day become a spiritual father to me, I might have said something rude.


How do we learn? I’ve heard it a thousand times, without yet fully applying it to my own experience, that it is axiomatically the height of delusion to think of one meditation object as superior to any other. Phenomena are all the same in being fleeting, unsatisfying, and ungovernable—a true meditator notices whatever is happening and lets it go its own way without preferences.


Let come whatever comes, let go of all that goes. I’m still working on that one.


But furthermore, according to the method Sayadaw teaches, the more grossly obvious an object is, the easier it is to notice it, and therefore, among several possible objects of meditative attention, you choose the most obvious one.


It’s a complete no-brainer—once you understand it.


Once I understood it, this doubt-free method appeared as solid as if sent from heaven on stone tablets, yet I would one day learn something further—that in his lifetime, even U Paṇḍita’s teacher, Mahāsi Sayadaw, was attacked for using the abdomen as primary object rather than the subtler breath at the nose!


Mahāsi felt abdominal movements were easier to notice and therefore produced insights quicker, whereas the nose-breath often becomes so subtle as to disappear, leaving the mind bereft of a focus and susceptible to wandering back into habitual tracks. Yet Mahāsi’s critics said the Buddha had advocated paying attention to the breath, and that the movement of the abdomen isn’t the breath itself, but a resultant function thereof.


Of such stuff are controversies made. The Mahāsi method remains one of the world’s best mapped, and most mappable liberation paths. It is basically vipassana, insight meditation, which takes many forms but was originally taught by the Buddha, and is arguably the crown jewel and essential practice of all the schools of Buddhism. Vipassana is the practice of applying direct, energetic nonconceptual awareness—mindfulness—to moment to moment experience. When this connection between awareness and experience is properly cultivated, it can destroy the “defilements,” the forces of selfishness, greed, anger, prejudice, and unknowing that tarnish our lives. In the Mahāsi method, the movement of the abdomen is used as an anchor for attention while sitting, the sensations in the feet and legs are the anchor for walking meditation. Eventually, though, the entire field of experiences—sights, sounds, tastes, touch, smells, sensations, thoughts, emotions—is impartially encompassed. An intense and focused attention—sati, mindfulness—is applied to every moment, every movement within physical and mental experience.


Vipassana was first described by the Buddha in his sermon called the Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta, or the Discourse on the Four Foundations of Mindfulness (which are the breath, the body, the mind, and all other experiences including tasting, smelling, seeing, and general activities throughout the day).


Yet there have been refinements all along. The specific technique that would one day be taught by Sayadaw U Paṇḍita began in the late nineteenth century with a cave-yogi in upper Burma, who culled methods from other classical Pāḷi texts and commentaries. Since then it has been practiced by generations of Burmese monks who also taught thousands of students, who could be called their guinea pigs.


Monks interview dozens of meditators of all ages each day, pinpointing each student’s stage of insight in a minute or two and issuing the appropriate instruction. The large number of meditators is due to the so-called Burmese revolution of the mid-twentieth century, in which meditation became a lay movement, rather than just the province of celibate, ordained specialists. High levels of meditation practice remain almost a fad among the Rangoon bourgeoisie. We laypeople in the West have inherited this aspect of the tradition.


Thus a master Mahāsi-method teacher, such as U Paṇḍita, has already been asked so many silly questions that he might not lower his newspaper when he hears the latest one.


Sayadaw’s presence and character have always been awe-inspiring and his commitment to the Vinaya discipline so total, it feels a bit irreverent even to think of his changing.


But even he would probably agree—what is a human being other than a flow of impermanent, impersonal phenomena? What is the Dharma other than a system for positive transformation? Perhaps it is I who have undergone more changes. In finding greater depths to understand in him, maybe I’m revealing that he taught me well. I hope so! He has certainly helped me beyond expression. Still, although I feel I must be terribly meek in saying so, it seems Sayadaw may have become more wise… than he was… back when we first met…


His first book for Westerners, In This Very Life, was based on the talks he gave in 1984.


(I worked on editing that book for a year and a half.)


Having come to the West for the first time, it seems logical that Sayadaw’s decision would be to lay out as clear a map as possible of what vipassana, insight meditation, can do, and how to do it.


Since liberation from torment is the most urgent priority facing every living being, vipassana meditation is always given first in the Mahāsi tradition. And that is what he did. Speaking without notes, he produced a beautifully shaped meditation manual.


This first book for Westerners illuminated just about everything necessary for reaching nibbāna, as well as pitfalls and various ways to deal with them. It is a grid of clarity for understanding the meditating mind; its lists and explications have been relied upon by teachers and students ever since it was published in 1990. Fortunately, it has been kept in print by Wisdom Publications.


Now at the 2002 retreat, Sayadaw took a different tack. Rather than describing the insight road map leading directly from ignorance to enlightenment, which he had already done, Sayadaw went global. In this book, The State of Mind Called Beautiful, he sketches the breadth and depth and wealth of the Theravadan tradition, of Buddhism in general, with all the glory of a full moon. It is a holographic presentation in which each element seems to connect to all the others.


Sayadaw began with his basic themes: Dhamma (Skt. Dharma), the truth, is what we should do; Vinaya, the discipline, is what we should cut out. Between these two, it is as if flowers are planted and weeds uprooted. The mind becomes a fragrant garden. The world is healed.


Surprisingly from a teacher who recommends long-term, intensive retreats of weeks or months or even years, he first offered practices that can be done for one minute a day, and practices to sweeten and strengthen the mind, to heal societies and families. Mentioning the violence, war, and instability of our current days, he said the globe appears to be in the control of people who “resemble demons more than human beings.” Leaders who attempt to control these inhuman beings tend to sink to the same level themselves. Facing this situation, he offered the four guardian meditations to uplift, correct, and protect us inwardly and outwardly. The guardian meditations are easy to use, adaptable to anybody’s life, not just reserved for those who can devote the large amounts of time and energy that tend to be necessary to reach high levels of purification. But even the most committed practitioners of insight should practice the guardian meditations, as well, he tells us.


As he described the first one, contemplating the greatness of the Buddha’s qualities, Sayadaw cautioned he’d have to limit this topic or it could occupy the entire retreat. Then he began a series of apparent digressions in which his extraordinary erudition and love of the Dhamma, and his knowledge of Buddhist history, unfolded like a lotus of a thousand petals. (Later I would learn that much of his discussion of the Buddha’s qualities was based on a footnote in the Visuddhimagga, an eighth-century meditation manual—specifically, chapter 7, paragragraph 31, footnote 9.) These were beautiful, many-faceted talks, in which Sayadaw’s old habit of pushing and critiquing showed up once or twice. Discussing the complementarity of the Buddha’s compassion and knowledge eventually led him to expand upon the qualifications needed by all meditation teachers. It is not sufficient to be profound in speech, though this is one of nine qualities listed in the suttas. An impeccable morality is also indispensable—the basis of true charisma. Teachers must never abuse their disciples nor urge them to efforts without reason. Allowing oneself to be criticized is as important as the ability to point out others’ mistakes. All this was clearly intended to inspire self-reflection in the Western Dhamma teachers and students seated at his feet. He softened this, saying how children trust their mother, and feel the love behind her corrections.


Later on he made a spine-chilling statement clearly backed up by his own practice.


“Compassion says what needs to be said, and wisdom does not fear the consequences.” Anyone who criticizes retreat Buddhism as a practice of running from the world should perhaps visit Sayadaw U Paṇḍita in Rangoon. Soon he clarified that the internal action of meditation must be completed with verbal and physical actions. Otherwise it is not strong enough.


On to the second guardian meditation, mettā, loving-kindness. He began with the basic method of four phrases, repeated over and over in order. From this apparently simple affair, he opened into another gigantic set of practices, the four boundless abodes. From here he resumed the theme of buddhahood and how unselfish love is the key for attaining it. At last he spoke of 528 forms of mettā, radiating in all directions. These eventually become the method for developing jhānas, or absorption states, high levels of concentration that are used to strengthen and focus the mind to enter successive stages of liberation beyond the first stage, stream-entry.


Stream-entry had been the culminating teaching of his first book, as I recalled. Now at the Forest Refuge he was hinting at even further training.


Sayadaw abruptly said, “We have no time to discuss that here.” There is always more, more to tell. Having paused to reveal this flash of depth, he skipped lightly forward.


This apparently digressive, jazzy, telescoping exposition may be exactly what accounted for the sense of mysterious fullness or resonance I have sensed in Sayadaw’s latest teaching. Once again his talks are all extemporized—like arpeggios which by their improvisational quality reveal his skill as a teacher, the depth of his training, his scholarship and wisdom. To continue the musical metaphor, his teachings in 1984 were more like Bach’s “Well-Tempered Clavier,” the most elegant of exercises to turn clumsy sausages into concert-worthy pianist’s fingers. The 2002 talks were symphonic. Change the world, change your mind, change yourself—it is all connected. It is the only limits of perception that require an exposition within the bounds of time. But by being as nonlinear as possible, Sayadaw began to suggest something lurking beyond the words.


During the second half of the retreat, he drilled deep into the fundamental mechanics of Buddhism, describing with laserlike precision exactly how every practice functions toward liberation. At the level of the body, morality suppresses the most flagrant acting-out of impulses, say to kill and torment other beings. But when the outer life is calm, we begin to understand the inward torment that once would have led to action. At that point, concentration training pulls the mind away from its helpless involvement in pain. Finally, at the level of what might be called the heart, direct awareness allows a quantum leap into intuitive knowledge, wisdom.


It had taken me all these years before I had practiced enough, and invested sufficient mental energy into decoding the dense cross-cultural static between us, to understand how precisely his language targets the sources of misery in our minds; and his passionate, compassionate wish that we all be freed from these unnecessary problems, torments, and complications. All along I had felt his invitation to go beyond whatever I’d considered possible for myself. The Buddha’s teaching is all for you, and for all of you, he said now. Don’t let it drop and don’t put total freedom past yourself. But it was only twenty-one years later, as I crawled under a soft celery-green blanket at the Forest Refuge to grab a few hours’ shut-eye before waking up again to meditate at 3 a.m., that I could finally congratulate myself at being able to carry out most of his instructions—at least on an outward level.


There had been so many ways I had held back, before, basically fearing I’d be hurt rather than helped by the quality of effort he requested.


More than anything else, I think I have come to understand how easy he makes things for the meditator. All you really need to do is surrender, but that sweet word must be self-learned, for it is far from prominent in Sayadaw’s vocabulary. It is a complex, intelligent surrender you will need—you must figure out for yourself how to make a supreme effort without getting stressed and tight inside. You must also discern the essence of what Sayadaw is trying to explain without getting hung up on how dramatic he sometimes sounds. “The kilesas are disgusting, dreadful, fearsome and frightening,” he thunders. Compared to what? Compared to inner peace, that’s what. And what about all the torment he says we undergo? Well, if you haven’t felt it in your life you will certainly come to it on his retreats.


You must also learn to recognize terms in a dead language, Pāḷi, as perfect descriptions of the moments of your mind. Uncountable times have I heard Sayadaw lecture on the adverbial particle -pa. In the ancient Pāḷi scriptural language, -pa means “extraordinary, superior, intense.” That -pa is embedded in the title of the Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta, and it is the quality one’s attention must have. Other favorite discussions of Sayadaw’s, some of which are contained in the present volume, focus on the mental factors of aiming, energy, and rubbing, vitakka, viriya, and vicāra. Mindfulness targets the object with aiming, vitakka; it reaches the object with viriya, heroic effort; then it rubs up against the object, sinks into it, envelops it with vicāra.


Mindfulness needs the support of many other faculties. It’s like the rabbit who wanted to pick a fruit. First he asked his friend the elephant to stand under the tree, but the elephant wasn’t tall enough so they called the monkey to climb the elephant’s back, but that still wasn’t enough so the rabbit hopped on top of both of them; finally the little partridge had to stand on top of elephant, monkey, and rabbit, and even flutter her wings a bit, to peck down a fruit higher than any animal ever could have reached on its own.


Even so with people. We can’t do this alone.


Sayadaw ended with a breath of his old fire: Don’t take a wrong path! Don’t fall away! Don’t forget! I was glad, since I had almost begun to miss the steel within his sweetness. He is like the classic example given in the Lotus Sutra, a person trying to rescue children from inside a burning house. You can hear him pleading, exhorting, scolding, crying, “Come on out here, where it’s cool.”


Kate Wheeler


Spring 2006




Author’s Preface





THIS EXPLANATION OF satipaṭṭhāna vipassana, commonly known as insight meditation, is offered in close accordance with the texts—the suttas and commentaries of the Theravadin Buddhist tradition. Many favorable circumstances and interconnections made this book possible. Gratitude must be expressed to many people—the translator, Ven. Sayadaw U Vivekānanda, the editors, donors, volunteers, and employees of Wisdom Publications; the meditators attending the retreat at the Forest Refuge at the Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts, where the talks were given in May 2003; the staff and donors of the Forest Refuge; and all readers of this book who are interested in purifying their minds through Dhamma.


May all readers benefit from this book by putting its contents to use.


Sayadaw U Paṇḍita


Hse Mile Gon Forest Center, Bago, Myanmar


January 2006







Introduction to Dhamma Vinaya





THE BUDDHA UNDERSTOOD what is beneficial and what is harmful, what leads to happiness and what increases misery in our lives. Out of compassion he left a teaching and training to increase our happiness and that of all beings. This teaching includes the Dhamma, the beneficial truth about existence; and the Vinaya, the discipline or training. Without a discipline, truth would remain an abstraction, something to talk about rather than to live. Without truth as its basis and goal, discipline would be meaningless. Actually, the Dhamma and Vinaya converge in leading us to happiness, well-being, and genuine fulfillment, and together they establish the only lifestyle that can eradicate suffering.


If we want to be completely free from suffering and help others to be free, we must practice Dhamma Vinaya. This means developing, increasing, and strengthening our realization of the path, drawing out its full potential. Whoever does this will gradually become more pure, cultured, gentle, peaceful, and lovable. Such a person will eventually gain the “special insight,” a liberating insight that cuts through and extinguishes mental afflictions. Such a person will truly understand the happiness of which the Buddha speaks.


Those familiar with Buddhist terminology will know that the term Vinaya usually refers to the monks’ code of conduct, and that Buddhism offers different sets of ethical precepts for monks, nuns, and laypeople. Monks rely on 227 precepts to develop their whole-some volition and support their meditation practice. Nuns can rely on eight or ten, while laypeople generally sustain five basic observances to prevent them from going wrong.
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