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PART I


Spiritual Hunger:
What It Is, How It Works,
And Why We Need Myths



CHAPTER ONE


Ritual as a Way of Making Meaning

This is a true story. A bored 11-year old boy walks across the stage as he graduates from sixth grade, his parents looking on. Later that night, he is taken on a drive into gang territory and given a shotgun, which he then fires eight times at short range into a group of rival gang members. Returning home, he feels proud that his initiation into his local gang has gone so well. 1

It’s a chilling example, but it makes the point. What happens if we lose sight of the safe, socially sanctioned rituals of our culture? We are ritual-creating creatures, since ritual helps us to hold onto and emphasize meaning. Most of us don’t choose such violent or dramatic ways of doing things as this gang member. But we do like our habits and our routines.

And what are these except forms of ritual?

We continually make meanings whenever we form a judgment as to whether something is good or bad—and we do that all the time—but we may not always do it in the most effective or humane ways. That young gang member, “Monster” Kody Scott—with his reverence for the gang’s signifiers, codes, and precise sense of form—was opting for a specific ritualized way of life, one that he felt gave him status and value. In other words, he was trying to find meaning in a world that to him was meaningless.

He was far from alone in his response. On the other side of the equation, the teenage girl who gets pregnant in order to feel grown up is, in many cases, doing the exact same thing. Once she has a child, she has a meaning and a purpose she might not feel she had ever had before. It would be easy to multiply examples.

What is important here is to notice that these actions of killing or getting pregnant are premeditated, and to a great extent consciously chosen. We cannot ignore them or consider them simply as confused mistakes. They are part of a ritual way of thinking, a need that runs deep in all humanity. If we try to dismiss these behaviors by calling them psychopathic, then how do we explain the huge numbers of young people who are eager to follow this path? Surely, they can’t all be psychopaths.

If this example feels remote from us, I’d point instead to the pervasive tendency in the United States for ordinary citizens to create mythic meanings.

Consider the Revolutionary War of 1776. It was all about getting rid of the British monarchy and its aristocratic power structures; yet what we see is that we have spontaneously re-created a monarchy of sorts at a popular level, using celebrities. So we may not have kings any more, but we have “the artist formerly known as Prince.” We have “Duke” Ellington, “The Duke” John Wayne, “The King” Elvis, “Count” Basie, “Lady” Gaga, and Madonna, who threatens to replace the Queen of Heaven in popularity. President John F. Kennedy’s White House became in the public imagination “Camelot”—a clear reference to King Arthur’s mythic palace in Britain. In addition, we have a tendency to turn our media stars into rulers—Arnold Schwarzenegger and Ronald Reagan are just two high-profile examples, while the movie star Grace Kelly married and became Princess Grace of Monaco. We may have banished the monarchy, but something in us causes us to re-create it in another form. We seem to yearn for the mythic and the ritual.

The question that arises is not whether rituals are good or bad; more precisely, it’s whether we will choose rituals that are productive or unproductive—because we’re going to have rituals, one way or another. In fact, whenever we look at our society and see an area of crisis, a place where we have a “social problem,” there’s a fair chance we’ll find we’re looking at a situation where the old, safe rituals that “held” the meaning of a significant event have been erased or supplanted by something else.

As one man I worked with said to me: “Every kid I knew on my street had done time in jail. So I had to do something, too, to show I wasn’t a wimp. What did I do? I robbed a liquor store and got sent to jail.”

As a society, we can respond to this sort of reaction by building more jails. We can hire more police. We can get more social workers involved. Unfortunately, these responses will not cure the underlying malaise, which in the examples of the young offenders we’ve looked at has to do specifically with the loss of significant rituals: those that mark the transition to adulthood.

When social rituals fail, people create personal rituals, some of which are destructive. In every instance the underlying problem has to do with a desire to live in a world that feels significant—in other words, it’s a case of spiritual hunger.



CHAPTER TWO


The Nature of Spiritual Hunger

These days, spiritual hunger is mostly seen only in its negative aspect. Most people experience it as that feeling that nothing much matters, that we don’t care much about anything or anyone, not even ourselves. We may feel it as a lack of love, a lack of meaning that seeps into our lives.

Unfortunately, a growing body of people all over the world report feeling this same emptiness. Depression, for example, has often been linked to this sense of lack of meaning. Approximately one in four Americans will suffer from depression at some time in their lives—and those are just the people who report it. Compulsive activities and addictions can blunt this feeling, at least for a while. They give a direction to a life that has no direction, but at a dreadful cost.

In this book I’m going to show you how you can push back against this tide of despair and find deep meaning in your life. This is because spiritual hunger is, in itself, entirely natural. We long for meaningful connection to something bigger than ourselves. We yearn to know that we are not alone in our situation in life, and that others have been in similar situations and survived. When we find this knowledge we can feel more centered in our lives, our culture, our world. This is the positive side of spiritual hunger. It urges us to find more meaning in our world. It asks us to look more deeply into the experience of being alive.

So where can we find this sense of connection? The answer may surprise us. We can learn how to feed our own souls if we pay attention to literature, to myth, and to another form of “story”: ritual.

Words like “ritual” are treated with suspicion these days, and the idea itself has become tarnished. It has the smell of old churches, dust, and candle smoke about it. And, in fact, we’ve abandoned many of the venerated rites and formalities our ancestors would have upheld energetically. Often this is a great relief, but when we throw out a ritual, what is it we’re throwing out, exactly? In many cases we’re rejecting the understandings and reassurances that held earlier generations together, the actions that provided them with a sense of social stability.

Researcher Brene Brown put it well when she said, “Stories are data with soul,” and we can extend this and say that ritual actions are a way of creating a lasting story, where the information takes on permanent value, and so gives us a way to remember it.1 In the process it can open our hearts to the deep significance of the occasion—but only if we choose a productive and nurturing ritual.

On the whole, we live today in a culture that is strangely devoid of meaningful customs, and where ritual has been stripped of its sense of story. For example, children progress through our schools in a sort of lock-step that has to do with exams and graduating. Unfortunately, the emphasis is on the exams and passing them rather than on developing a sense of personal awareness or individual responsibility that might be a better way of approaching adulthood. Certainly that would be more helpful in navigating the outside world. Any deeply felt rituals of “graduation” and of being promoted to new levels of personal competence have been ignored. For many people high-school graduation itself has been reduced to an excuse to dress up, and little more. The heart’s need for an affirmation that real change has occurred is left untended.

Here’s another example. Almost everyone takes a driving test. It’s just a chore we have to get through. Yet huge numbers of teenage drivers in the United States kill themselves and others because they can’t handle the responsibility of being in charge of a large, powerful motor vehicle. It’s the leading cause of death for American teens.2

This is something we really ought to be concerned about, yet even a quick look at the situation will show us that these young people have been trained for the test but not taught about how to handle their own responses to power. Is this really so very far removed from the ancient legend of the young Phaeton, who begged his father Helios to let him drive the sun-chariot, lost control of it, and was killed? The Greeks had that legend for a reason.

Again, in the United States, we have the right to “bear arms.” As a result, every year about 12,000 people die in gun-related incidents. That’s a lot of coffins. It’s close to three times as many deaths as were incurred by US forces in nearly 10 years of full-scale war in Iraq.

My point is that the law guarantees these rights, but there are few understandings about the responsibilities involved. Laws cannot save us from ourselves; responsibilities can. And these responsibilities are traditionally taught through story, legend, and ritual. Laws are always about lower, external compulsions to conform, while responsibilities require us to use our higher moral awareness and involve our hearts more fully in the business of living. Yet we cannot live from this higher heart-awareness if we’re only looking at getting what we can get right now in order to keep up with our peers. This sense of competition, of ego gratification, actually separates us from everyone else. In contrast, a responsibility makes us more aware of our connection to our community, and this is a heart-based connection.

Without this heart-based connection many people tend to feel lost, so they act in ways that are not always healthy. This is especially dangerous for our young people. Religion no longer seems sufficiently strong to uphold the cultural values we once lived by, and anyway, our culture is changing too fast for most of us to comprehend. That’s why so many of us suffer from spiritual hunger. We know we need something to nourish our sense of being, our sense of purpose, and of belonging, but we can’t find much that will satisfy that need.

If we accept that we can look for guidance to those long-neglected myths, legends, and rituals that exist in our culture, we’ll need to see how they work so that we can feed our hearts and spirits. For all three of these sources of guidance depend upon us knowing the stories or ritual actions so that we can practice vital life lessons and become aware of our limits before a crisis arises.

Let me give you an example.

I once asked students at one of my writing workshops to define courage. Courage is a word that derives from the French word coeur, meaning “heart,” so coeur-age has an underlying meaning of living from the heart.

The workshop members considered this and other ideas, and we had a lively and far-ranging discussion but, in the end, we all agreed on a definition: Courage is, in large part, knowing the right thing to do, then doing it—no matter how frightened you may be. So the “right thing to do” is based in a knowing that exists not in the mind but in the heart.

It’s a pretty good definition. As it happens it also applies to military training, where recruits are taught how to manage their fear and stick to their guns so that they will continue to do what they’re told, no matter what. Some people call that brainwashing, but I’m not so sure we can always jump to that conclusion. Doing the right thing while under stress depends upon repressing the desire to run away, so courage is at some level always about being prepared for what happens.

Being prepared gives us better options. We don’t panic. We make better decisions because we’re acting rather than reacting. It happens because we are telling ourselves a new story about who we are. When we do this we are no longer ruled by blind impulses. What this means is that courage is, to a large extent, about being sufficiently aware so that we can move through fear to a place of making strong choices—reasoned choices—when others might succumb to panic.

On the whole, good decisions come when we are in a calm and centered place, and bad decisions happen when we’re agitated, angry, or frightened. Courage and wisdom are, therefore, inextricably linked. In contrast, panic is always about me, about saving my skin. Courage and wisdom are always about community, and these are loving energies, since they do not see us as separate from one another. The wise decision helps everyone, not just the decider.

This is also a first-class recipe for getting through life. If I’m prepared for the likelihood that an acquaintance or relative is going to say something cruel, then I am not forced into being defensive and don’t have to feel hurt. I can choose to act from compassion, instead. More simply, if I know what a skid is, when my car skids on snow and ice I will know what to do to get safely through the situation without endangering myself or others. Wisdom is not just about knowing the right thing to do; it’s being able to keep on knowing it even when under stress.

Our mental health depends largely on understanding this. When a toddler screams at us we don’t have to take it personally, because it’s just a toddler screaming at us. That is a healthy reaction. Yet some people hit their children because they don’t know there’s any other way to react.

So we can see that training ourselves for whatever delights and disasters happen in our lives is—within reason—an entirely sensible way forward. It means that life experiences are no longer quite as raw and surprising as they might otherwise be. They can be understood through talking about the experience, sharing the knowledge—and that is also a ritual action.

Cultures depend upon this offering of vital advice in the form of stories and literature for exactly the same reason: to prepare us for whatever human situations will come and give us a standard of conduct that we can compare ourselves to. And they’ve done so for thousands of years. Some of that wisdom and awareness has been codified in rituals and myths. We can survive without this information, of course, but our lives will be qualitatively different. Ritual, at its core, creates a sense of order in what might otherwise seem like a chaotic world.

But there is more. When we feel connected to a meaningful ritual what we feel is gratitude for the wisdom in it, and that sense of gratitude is felt not in the mind but in the heart. Meaningful ritual—ritual that we understand thoroughly—is a way to open the heart and keep us in a place of real gratitude for the wonders of our life. It feeds our spiritual hunger and brings us closer to one another; the lack of it feels like loneliness and desolation.

Let me tell you a story that illustrates this.

When I was 10 years old, my parents decided to send me to a good, old-fashioned British boarding school—a “public school” with ivy on the walls and headmasters with canes with which some of us were routinely thrashed.

From a practical point of view, the decision to send me away was actually a good one: I had a scholarship, so my education would cost very little. My brother had gone to a similar school before this. It would help me grow up. It was socially acceptable to treat small boys this way. By many of the standards of the day, it was the “correct” thing to do. At the age of 10, though, none of this made any sense to me. All I could think was, “How could you do this to me?” I’d worked hard, been a good boy, done my homework, got the scholarship—and now they were abandoning me to this hellhole!

I knew how grim and spartan such places could be because my brother had also shed bitter tears when he was sent away, and told sad tales of loneliness, cruelty, theft, and bullying, on his return. Or perhaps I should say that he told us very little about these things, but we could feel them, even so. The stiff upper lip didn’t conceal the pain. We were both tall for our age, but there were mean older kids who were tall for their ages, too, and who vented their own sense of abandonment on the new kids. “Lambs to the slaughter” is a phrase that springs all too readily to mind.

I attended that school for seven years. I did get an excellent education, as it happened, but I also learned to trust no one. My mind was highly educated—but not my heart, nor my spirit.

Decades later I read about initiation rites in various non-Western societies, especially Papuan and Australian aboriginal rituals, which were broadly speaking an echo of many other rites across the globe. In those societies, the pubertal male child is taken away from the mother and the women’s compound where, until now, he has been a rather pampered little lord.3

In an elaborate pantomime that the adults know only too well, the boy is snatched away by the male members of the tribe, who are dressed in ferocious ways, making terrifying noises, perhaps wearing masks so they are not identifiable, and behaving quite unlike their usual selves. The women wail as if they fear the boys will be killed.

The scared young boys are then taken to the designated ritual place and are given ritual scars. In some cultures they may be circumcised, and they generally undergo brief but painful rites. At the end of this they are made to realize that they are part of the men’s compound now. They cannot go back to their mothers in the same way as before. They are told they are the latest recruits to the male society and that everything will change, now. The older men then congratulate them on their bravery and endurance, and welcome them lovingly into a new way of life, explaining that this is for their own good.

If we think about it for a moment this ritual has a certain eloquence. It tells the young boy that his relationship to women and to his mother will change, that it must change, and from now on he has certain responsibilities he has to fulfill. The ritual and the scars impress this on his mind and his body.

You can imagine the situation. After the boy has recovered from his shock, and after he’s grown a little older and been part of helping other younger boys through the same rituals, he’ll see the deep significance of what must have at first seemed to be meaningless cruelty. He’ll see that he has a place in the world, a right to be a male that has nothing to do with whether he gets a good job or joins the country club. It makes him part of a living myth about who he is.

At the age of 10, I went through something very similar in its general outline. The difference was that no one knew it was a ritual, so no one knew it had any psychic significance. It was just an unpleasant fact. Together with the other boys, I thought we’d all been delivered into a life of misery and unpleasantness. We felt that this was desperately unjust, so we became bitter, resentful, and callous to each other at the very moment when we could have used some loving support. Our world felt like a cruel place, and because it felt like that, that is exactly what we made it into.

Lacking any sense of the new form our lives had taken, or its significance, we fell back into the only form that was available to us: We bullied and victimized each other. This was a ritual of sorts, too—one that we created for ourselves. In schools and colleges in the United States today, this is still a problem. Whether we call it cyber-bullying, which has caused teenagers to commit suicide (several such cases are under discussion in the media today, in 2011), or whether it’s just written off as “hazing,” it’s basically the same brutality.

If, as schoolboys, we had known that there was a deep echo of an ancient and meaningful ritual in our experiences, if this information had ever been made available to us, then I’m sure we could all have learned to see our life situation in a different way. It wouldn’t have been a case of “my life feels like hell” but, rather, a sense that this was a test that would humanize us.

Unfortunately, we only got the first part of the meaning and totally missed the second. If we’d known the overall outline of what was going on it would have helped us to cultivate our awareness, and with it our courage, and perhaps many other qualities, including trust, and a sense of the dignity of human existence. Life would have had a shape we could have identified, and it would have been less random, chaotic, and frightening.

Whatever it was we learned at that time, it was certainly not courage. I can see that now. I had lived through a pubertal ritual without knowing what it was. And if you don’t know what a thing is, it’s very hard to see meaning in it.

The point I wish to make is this: If we—that crowd of little boys—had been able to see what was going on shortly after the event, then we’d have made more sense of it. We’d have been able to live our lives with greater courage, knowing that we had to mobilize our own best selves from now on.

But we didn’t. During our vacations, we went home and were overly cosseted by our guilt-ridden mothers and indulged by our bewildered fathers. Then, at the start of each new semester, we were sent out into the wilderness again. The shock of this change was like having an old wound reopened, each time a little deeper. We hadn’t broken free of our mothers at all, it seemed, and we certainly weren’t the equals of our fathers. So where were we? Frightened, for one thing, and desperate not to show it.

An opportunity for psychic growth and for meaningful mutual support had been squandered. The authentic spiritual development of thousands of boys like me had stalled, and for some would never restart.

The experience wasn’t all bad—many of us learned self-sufficiency, and real, vital friendships did grow amid the ruins—but it could have been so much more.

[image: Image]

What we’ll discover as we move through these pages is that many useful myths and rituals have been discarded and neglected in today’s “rational” world, which has no time for such thoughts. The cost has frequently been that with nothing much to replace these beliefs, young people have felt themselves to be adrift, even lost.

In contrast, we’ll see that the creation of myth and ritual is as natural and vital to humans as eating. As with eating, though, we need guidance or we’ll gorge ourselves on candy and rot our teeth. Many of the myths of the present day are like candy: easy to consume and not good for us. Other myths seem to be missing entirely. In this book, I’ll be surveying some current myths, some of which are candy-like and ultimately destructive. Then I will show you how to choose your own myths, so you can nourish your psyche successfully for the rest of your life.

Our most vital link is, after all, to eternity. It is to the majesty of the stars in the heavens, the beauty of the earth, and the awareness that we are all interconnected. The shiny toys placed before us by those who want us to follow the ego path of separateness will not connect us to anything except gnawing discontent. We have only ritual and myth to remind us of this, to tell us that others have been this way before us. Only ritual and myth can bring us back to the heart space of knowing we are all connected, and help us to make meaningful lives. It may, in fact, be true to say that it is an awareness of ritual and myth that makes us fully human, since without these attributes in our lives we tend to feel lost.

Perhaps Edward Gibbon described this situation best, with all its challenges, writing in 1837 in The History of the Decline and Fall of The Roman Empire:

So urgent on the vulgar [the ordinary citizens] is the necessity of believing, that the fall of any system of mythology will most probably be succeeded by the introduction of some other mode of superstition.4

This seems to be exactly our situation today, as we have shed our reverence for the older mythic structures of our world, and replaced them with something provided by marketing companies.

Overview

So let’s spell this out: The desire to find meaning in our lives is primal, and it can lead in two different directions. It can lead toward understanding and deep, loving connection, where our spiritual hunger is satisfied, or it can lead toward compulsive actions, extremist beliefs, and destructive behaviors that feed the ego. Unfortunately, our society is at present much more consistent in choosing the negative path. We don’t have to follow that route.

In the chapters that follow we’ll identify the belief structures that can nourish our souls, and reject those that don’t. Much of the guidance we need is embedded in the myths, rituals, and beliefs we already have, if we take the time to understand them. The trouble is that we have lost sight of their true meanings, and we now need to reclaim them so that we can integrate them into our lives.

If the world is to move toward peace and harmony we’ll have to achieve personal peace, as well as that sense of connectedness to the eternal that we can only access through understanding productive rituals and myths. As we look at these rituals and myths, what we’ll discover is that they are a way to articulate who we think we are. As such, they are closely linked to the kind of awareness that makes us distinctively human, and far more than just highly intelligent mammals.

At the end of the book, I will show you that all life-giving rituals and myths are connected to one of the primary, deep structures of the psyche, since they are the surface manifestations of an ancient and pervasive wisdom that we have neglected. This wisdom has to do with the stages of development we can expect to go through as we move to full personal empowerment. It exists as a string of connected archetypes that illustrate the growth points we can expect to face. The rituals, the myths, and the stories are the surface manifestations of this deeper structure.



CHAPTER THREE


Rituals and Myths That Have Lost Their Power

Recalling the plight of the young boys in my public school, discussed in the previous chapter, we might ask: What can we do about rituals that have lost their power and myths that fail to capture the imagination?

For one thing, I’m reluctant to propose that we start implementing various odd rites and ceremonies, or that we borrow religious forms from remote tribes. Those peoples have their own ways of doing things, which make sense to them and are an organic part of what they do. Their sense of ritual occasion is still fully connected to how they live. Their ceremonies grow out of the soil directly, and are connected with food plants or sacred animals. It wouldn’t make much sense to uproot their customs and hope to get a coherent world picture from them right away.

I write this knowing that many people today derive much comfort and wisdom through their experiences in Native American sweat lodge ceremonies and other indigenous-inspired ordeals. The difficulty is not so much accessing the wisdom as being able to live from that place of wisdom when back in the modern world. We need to look at our own rituals and myths, those things that are around us every day, and reevaluate them through our understanding of what they represent. I’m suggesting that rather than steal someone else’s roots, we take a moment to rediscover our own.

Looking back at my bewildered schooldays, I’m always surprised that the school didn’t use even the most basic of references to ritual. Of course, we were taught about the Greeks and Romans, and we were made to read The Odyssey; but at no point did anyone take the next step and suggest that Odysseus’s travels might, in some way, apply to us. In the literal minds of my schoolmasters, Odysseus’s struggles, mistakes, and the important life lessons he learns were merely the stuff of ancient fable. Nor did they conceive that Odysseus’s triumphant return to Ithaca, to take up his rightful work as king, might be a useful metaphor for us to reflect upon. We were not asked to connect our own struggles to achieve personal growth to Odysseus’s heroic journey.

We could put it another way. In that conventionally observant Church of England school, there was no need to look any farther than Jesus and his 40 days and 40 nights in the wilderness if they wanted to reassure us about difficult transitions. Had our schoolmasters wanted us to reflect on rites of passage at all, that story was certainly easily available for us to examine. Yet they did nothing of the sort; instead, we boys were expected to soldier on with those British stiff upper lips. In other words, most of us had to put on an act in order to survive. And so we became inauthentic even to ourselves.

The Inadequacy of Current Religious Rituals

We must be careful at this point, since there are plenty of religious rituals available that might serve the purposes I’ve defined. The trouble with such rituals, though, is that more often than not they are concerned with strengthening the power and orthodoxy of religious institutions, rather than encouraging adherents to become more fully themselves or grow in wisdom.

For example, the head of the Catholic Church, the Pope, offers a highly visual example of one sort of religious ceremonial. We see him dressed in immaculate white surrounded by his cardinals in their gorgeous scarlet, gathered in the vast, majestic halls of St. Peter’s in Rome amid gold-encrusted monuments. It’s a colorful sight, but it is a long way from its origins—the actions of a Jewish carpenter and preacher and a bunch of his followers, who taught simplicity, poverty, and the leveling of religious hierarchies. Their teachings specified that we find the kingdom of God within ourselves, not through an organization.

The rituals of the Church have been, as we know, modified over the centuries to reflect the importance of the institution. The holiness is there, but the machinery of the Church has become too cumbersome for some worshippers to be able to relate to its belief structures fully or directly. Congregations are declining in much of North America as a result.

For exactly these reasons many modern religions have failed us, their truly beautiful messages submerged by dogma.

The Example of Confirmation

Returning once more to my years at that public school, there were many so-called rituals available, but most of them had been devalued by “modern” ways of thinking. First Communions, Confirmations, Bar Mitzvahs, and other religious rituals did, in fact, take place regularly. But they felt empty to most of us. This was, in part, because the adults concerned did not feel their ritual power, so it was impossible for them to communicate it to us.

The priest who performed my own Confirmation was a nice man, but I cannot say the occasion moved me in the way he seemed to hope. Instead, what I most recall of that day is that the ceremony was interrupted by a power workers’ strike. All the lights went out. So, on that rainy evening the church staff set about placing candles next to every pew. As a result, what I most remember of the ceremony is the magical flickering light in the church, which by pure accident created an atmosphere of wonder and beauty. The candlelight was also potentially dangerous; we could easily have set our clothes on fire with a careless movement. Those candles were also susceptible to every slight breeze that threatened to blow the tiny flames out, and I can recall we all had to move with a much greater consciousness of our bodies than normal. We had to slow down, and think about how we moved.

I do not recall if my parents were present, or in fact anyone from my family. I do not recall any of the words, prayers, or any of the promises I made. I can only recall the softness of the candlelight and the sense that what was to have been a boring occasion had, by pure chance, been turned into something magical and worth remembering. Something had changed for me. Now I had a story that could help to articulate that.

Most of the ritual points in my early life have been empty rituals, and this feeling is one I hear about very often from my counseling clients. I mention my Confirmation because it accidentally was imbued with magic and beauty. It would have been far more effective for all of us that day if the clergymen had started from beauty, and added in the prayers, rather than focusing on the prayers and forgetting about beauty. By pure chance, the transformative effect of the candlelight allowed my emotions to be engaged. It spoke directly to my heart. For if the emotions are not involved, then the memory cannot last long. We recall what moves us.
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