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Foreword

   Two years ago I did a survey asking 400 Christians the following question: “What was the context of yours conversion?” For the people from Christian’s families the most important context was family – 63%. The people from  non – Christians backgrounds claimed relationships as the most important context - almost 40%. These results were not surprising, but there is another very interesting result. Only 13% from both groups claimed, that the most important context for their conversion was either preaching of the Word, lecture or evangelistic talk. Does it mean that in the Czech Republic evangelistic preaching is in crisis? I don´t think so. My explanation is that “sola scriptura” has to be preached in a certain context. E. Baasland writes that “the apostles did not only repeat the teaching of Jesus but they developed partly a new language and new institutions, and emphasized new aspects in their preaching and teaching.”
 We could add that apostles developed a new context to share an old message. Today we are facing the same task. S. Bevans claims: “As our cultural and historical content plays a part in the construction of the reality in which we live, so our context influences our understanding of God and the expression of our faith.”
 L. Luzbetac goes even further in his claim that “understanding culture is at the heartbeat of the missionary enterprise.”
 Further he asks: “What concept could be of more importance to mission than the concept of contextualization? Christianity must become a twenty-four-hours-a-day affair.”
 When we see Jesus and the apostles it is obvious that they were a natural part of the culture they lived in. They did not fight against the culture they lived in but, rather, they share the Gospel within the context of their culture. But in this point  we should note that:
                                                 “The goal of contextualization is not to make the Gospel relevant; it is relevant whether or not we recognize it. Rather, it is to enable a people to understand the significance of the gospel in terms which they can understand. On occasion, this will involve bringing new terms into a culture. However, by and large, it generally focuses on communicating or embodying the truths of the gospel in a particular people through their language, thought forms, world view, and way of life. Hence, the process of contextualization cannot be divorced from the process of understanding culture.”
 
  Either from the survey or from the quotes we see that the context is one of the key areas of Christian mission. Here can be a certain tension. We believe in the absolute, independent real truth of the Christian message, but at the same time we have to take the context in which we want to share our message seriously.  The tension can be in a wrong understanding of what it means to be involved in “sharing the Christian message independently of anything else or of any worldly reality”. The core of the Christian message is independent of anything else, but the context we communicate is dependent – specifically on the culture – because not only our cultural context plays a part in the construction of the reality in which we live, but also because our context influences our understanding of God and the expression of our faith (see quote from Bevans).
   In our emphasis to contextualize the Gospel we have to ask the question: “How far can we contextualize the Gospel without losing evangelical identity?” W. Schenk claims: „In some circles evangelism has become synonymous with certain methods and techniques – evangelistic meetings, evangelistic methods, evangelistic literature.”
 The problem is not in meetings, methods or literature. The problem arises when these tools, which should be the context for sharing the Gospel, become more prominent than the Gospel itself. Aware of this, A. Kirk emphasizes the necessity of a critical stance towards culture: “Contextualization recognizes the reciprocal influence of culture and socio-economic life. In relating Gospel to culture, therefore, it tends to take a more critical (or prophetic) stance towards culture.”

 In this foreword I have tried to show a certain tension when we speak about contextualization. We are living within our culture and we have to understand in what context we should share the Gospel. But at the same time just sociological, psychological or anthropological surveys and data will not necessarily provide higher effectiveness in our mission. “Contextualization”, says Bevans, “must try to keep in balance. It is not enough to focus exclusively on cultural identity, but it is too much to loose that identity by selling out to western modern thought.”
 J. Stott describes contextualization as 

“to listen before we speak, to seek to enter into the other person´s world of  thought and feeling, to struggle to grasp what their objections to the gospel may be, and to share with them the good news of Jesus Christ in a way which speaks to their need.”
 

To enter into the other person creates the tension. But certain tension is nothing new. The first Church had to deal with the same questions. Some of the principles we can see from the teaching of the apostles and then try to apply it in mission. This is something I will try to achieve in this essay. 

Bible examples of contextualization
  In the Great Commission (Mt. 28) we are sent to preach the Gospel to “all nations”. It means to preach the same message to all different cultures or to share the reality about Jesus Christ with different people. It seems to be easy and clear but  S. B. Bevans introduces provocative idea: “Reality we want to share is not “out there”, reality is mediated by meaning, a meaning we give it in the context of our culture or our historical period, interpreted from ours own particular horizon and in our own particular thought forms.”
 The Bible was written mainly by Jewish people rooted in Jewish culture but God is a God of all nations and cultures. Therefore, the Gospel has to have meaning for all nations. Especially after the day of Pentecost the early Church spreads out the Gospel from Jerusalem among Gentiles exactly according of the Great Commission. To be successful in accomplishing this task, apostles and the early Church had to search for methods how to share the Gospel in the context of the world and the culture of their either orthodox Jews or Gentile contemporaries. 
  I have included three examples of contextualization. One is Jesus who became a perfect example of contextualization for one of his closest disciples – apostle Peter – who will be the third example. And then there are some examples from the ministry of the apostle Paul, one of the greatest missionaries who ever lived. I could show more examples, but, because of the limits of this essay I decided to take just these three. At the end I will try to present some of the contemporary discussion and finally come to some conclusions and ideas how to contextualize the Gospel within our postmodern culture.
The Incarnation

The first example of contextualization I´d like to use is summed up by the words “the word became flesh” (John 1:14). This means that God in Jesus Christ revealed himself in the context of a human body. In Hebrews 4:15 we read that Jesus is able to sympathize with our weaknesses because he has been tempted in every way just as we are – yet he was without sin. J. Moltmann sees this verse as the “principle which broke the spell of the Aristotelian doctrine of God (God as impassible, unmovable mover)”. D. Bonhoeffer, a few months before his execution, sees Jesus´ suffering as an essential part of His ministry when he writes that “only the Suffering God can help”.
 The author of the book of Hebrews emphasizes that Jesus lived in the same context as we live.  Writing about Jesus who became part of human culture, we can ask with S. Bevans another provocative question: “Can a person who does not share the full experience of another culture do authentic theology within that culture?” Bevans asks about theology but let’s change the area of theology to mission. Bevans´s answer is that “from one point of view we must answer with a firm no.”
  We see his strong emphasis on the authenticity of our message which can be reached within the local culture. M. Frost notes that “evangelism is a missiological enterprise. It is about using contextual methods to point people to a God who has revealed himself contextually.” Then he goes even further: “Contextualization is an essential and inevitable process for a proper communication of the Christian message. Contextualization becomes a theological necessity in the sense that it is simply not possible to understand God or humanity without understanding the person and work of Jesus.”
 This model is based on the character of God who continually seeks humanity by entering through Jesus into the cultural context of humans. Or, using other words, in the New Testament we see God who left the culture of heaven entering into the culture of humanity. In a similar spirit writes L. Luzbetac: “For Christ to be born into a culture, it is necessary to become a living part of it.”
 Through the incarnation of Christ, God crossed a large "cultural gap" to seek humanity, and identify with humanity, by actually becoming a man. The idea of God becoming human is strange and sometimes scandalous for many world religions (Judaism, Islam). Their founders were either just a man who pointed to God (Buddha, Muhammad), or some other religions believe that God sent to this world some of his ambassadors (avatars) who are not God itself (Krsna). J. Studebaker writes about the two barriers Christ had to break to identify with human. The first is the humanity barrier. Christ took on the flesh, cultural patterns, thought patterns, practices, and frailty associated with humanity. He left His world and entered into our world. And then, second, Christ broke through the sin barrier. He went to the cross and became sin on our behalf so we could be forgiven our sins and come to know God personally. 
  When we read stories about Jesus´ life we see that Jesus was deeply rooted in his national and religious traditions. For example, “in John 3, Christ confronts Nicodemus, a teacher of the law, with some deep theological insights. But in John 4, as Jesus casually converses with the woman at the well about her immoral past, He uses the well as a simple illustration of the "living water" He could provide. In each case, Jesus showed genuine respect for that person's background and mindset by tailoring the gospel appropriately.”
 Christ showed respect for the people he was trying to reach entering their mindset. Through entering into the world of those which whom he wanted to share his message he found a starting point from which he spoke about the Gospel. In his book “The Many Faces of Jesus Christ” V. Küster tries to present different views of Jesus – according to the cultural background of different Christians. It is interesting (from my western mind set) to see the emphasis of Latin America or Pakistan Christology in the context of poverty and oppression
, to read about the African context where cross is not primarily the presentation of suffering but the primal source of life
  and where Jesus is seen as a chief, or to see Christians living among Buddhists where a lotus is a Buddhists religious symbol, radically different from the cross but pointing to a crucial quest of human life – deliverance.
 
 I would like to sum up this point by four principles of contextualization presented by Charles Kraft: 
                                                                “The Bible goes considerably beyond revealing merely intellectual truth or information. It demonstrates how truth is conveyed. 
"Our God… is mainly a God of dialogue who interacts with us, not simply a God of monologue who makes pronouncements above us. 
God's communication with humanity is depicted in the Bible as coming to humans in familiar, expected ways (though the message itself was often unexpected). 
God's method of self-disclosure is demonstrated to be participatory. We observe God's revelatory activity in the Scriptures to be situation-specific.”

  If we will apply these principles to Jesus we clearly see that Jesus´ teaching went beyond information, it was more than just listing truths, His dealing with people mostly included dialogue – either by direct conversation with individuals or by asking rhetoric questions when he was talking to the crowds. In many ways Jesus participated in the culture in which he lived, He was not some “magician” or a “desert father”. 
Contextualization in 1 Corinthans 9:19-23. 

   One of the best examples of contextualization is a Roman citizen, a Jew traveling around the Hellenistic world, the apostle Paul. Even though he did not use the word contextualization in 1 Corinitans 9 Paul shows what contextualization means. He shows what it means identification without loosing identity. The most frequent idea in the text is that Paul became someone other. Does it mean that Paul was like a chameleon because he was afraid of conflict? No, because he was realistic about the reaction of the people when he shared the Gospel. The only reason why Paul became a Jew, without the law, under the law, weak etc., was that he might win as many as possible. The word ´win´ comes up five times in these verses. Then the nuance is changed by moving from ´winning´ people to ´saving´ them (v. 22). 

Paul mentions three contexts in which he shared the Gospel – with Jews, with the Gentiles, and with those whose consciences are weak. When we study Paul´s relationships towards these three groups we see that

                                        “radical identity and religious sensitivity have been two major issues in Paul´s statement of true freedom in Christ, the third is the whole matter of conscience, which brings us back to the overall discussion on food offered to idols. Paul clearly exercised the most imaginative and sensitive adaptability.”

Let’s look closer at each group. First, we see that for the Jews´ sake Paul became like a Jew. In Acts 16:3 we read that Paul circumcised Timothy, in Acts18:18 we see that Paul had his hair cut because of a Nazirite vow he had taken
 and in 21:20-26 Paul purified himself with four other Jews. The reason why Paul should do this is written in verse 24 – so everybody will know that Paul is living in obedience to the law. Paul demonstrated what it means for those under the law to become under the law. But we also have to see the parenthetical phrase – though I myself am not under the law. The difference between Paul and orthodox Jews was that Paul in his freedom was not obligated to those practices. But if Paul would not follow these rites the Jews would have probably never listen to him. It is interesting that Paul was not afraid that the Jews will be confused by his actions. 
  The second group comprised people without the law. From the Jews´ perspective these were Gentiles. “The word Gentile”, writes Baasland, “is basically a theological term, used to describe every non-Jew.”
 In Paul´s time the Gentile world was the Roman Empire and the Hellenistic culture. Concretely it means that Paul used, for example, Roman and Hellenistic terms giving them a new meaning. “The images he uses to make sense of the Christian life are firmly grounded in that urban world of his readers”
, writes McGrath. Paul uses images from the army (Eph. 6), sport (1 Cor. 9:24), a court law (Romans) or “words like praetorium (Ph.1:13), fellow soldier (2:25), those who belong to Ceasar´s household (4:22). It shows us that Paul is speaking a language which communicates. He (Paul) implanted the theocentrical gospel into Greek anthropocentric framework.”
 Again, Paul is not afraid that his listeners will be confused. 
  The last group consists of people with a weak conscience. Who these people are Paul describes in 1 Cor. 8 when he writes about eating meat sacrificed to idols. The general principle of this chapter is that “knowledge puffs up, but love builds up” (1Cor. 8:1). Love takes one beyond oneself to aid another. When Paul discusses eating meat sacrificed to idols his main question is: What will my decision cost? If his behavior will become a stumbling block for someone with a weak conscience, then Paul will change his decision even though he knew that meat sacrificed to idols has no power. 
  From 1 Corinthans 9:19-23 we clearly see why Paul could sometimes step into the world of another person. He never put the context above the Gospel and his message was strongly Christ - centered. Such reality gave to Paul´s deeds totally different meaning. Paul´s strong Christ-centrism was also the reason why Paul´s listeners were not confused. “Paul´s versatility in seeking to win men of all backgrounds to Christ challenges us to cross the culture-gap and the pagan culture of our local community. The task of identification with and incarnation into our contemporary paganism, of all kinds, is one of the biggest tasks confronting the church.”
 One of the reasons why Paul could become someone else lies in his understanding of freedom. “Freedom from men” writes S. Glen, “means freedom for Christ – in the peculiar manner in which Paul is bound to him as his slave. Because he is slave of Christ he is thereby enabled to become slave to men without becoming enslaved to them.”
  
 We can see how the Moravian Brethren applied this principle. In 1732 two Moravian leaders were sent to the West Indian sugar plantations. They found that the only way to reach African slaves was to join their chain gangs and share their huts. They gave up their freedom with the goal to reach those slaves in Christ's love with the Gospel. Paraphrasing our text – to slaves they became slaves. 
Contextualization in Acts 10:9-16
 This text leads Peter and the early church into three “contextual conclusions”:  “God accepts people of every nation, no person is unclean and therefore the gospel should be preached to the gentile Cornelius”.
 

 For understanding it is necessary to realize how difficult it is for us to grasp “the impassable gulf which yawned in those days between the Jews on the one hand and the Gentiles (including even the´God-fearers´) on the other.”
 But we have to add – the Old Testament itself countenanced such division. “The tragedy was that Israel twisted the doctrine of election into one of favoritism.”
 Even though Peter walked with Jesus he was still deeply rooted in Jewish tradition. God puts before Jewish Peter a very difficult task: To share the Gospel in the context of the Gentile world, which was for Jews of Peter´s days almost unthinkable. 

  We read that while in prayer Peter became hungry. While he was waiting for a meal he fell into a trance (ekstasis) and saw a vision. A large sheet contained all kinds of four-footed animals. Then Peter heard a voice say: “Get up Peter. Kill and eat.” A similar content we can see at Ezekiel 4:14, but here eating unclean food is part of the punishment. So that which for Peter´s forefathers’ was a punishment, he should now do! And even more – to eat unclean food was against restrictions in Leviticus 11. “Peter was scandalized by the unholy mixture of clean and unclean and by the fact that no distinctions were made in the command to ´kill and eat´.”
 But the voice told Peter: “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” The same concept we see in Jesus´ teaching in Mark 7:17-23 where Jesus claims that whatever goes into a man from outside cannot defile him. Even though Peter had heard Jesus´ teaching, from his reaction in Acts 10 we see that he either did not understand or he forgot what Jesus taught him. Another possibility is that even though Peter believed in Jesus he was still deeply rooted in certain Jewish laws. But the lesson from the story is clear. It has to do with nullifying Jewish dietary laws for Christians. But Peter was soon to learn that the range of the vision´s message extended much more widely, touching directly on Jewish-Gentile relations as he had known them in ways he could never have anticipated.

 The explanation of Peter´s experience is in Act. 10:28-29. For Jews it was forbidden to accept the hospitality of Gentiles and eat with them. But Peter, with his experience in mind, says that God showed him that he should not call any man impure or unclean and therefore he can come to Cornelius´ house. Then Cornelius talks about his experience with a man in shinning clothes (Acts 10:30). Peter´s reaction after the roof experience is confession – “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts all men from every nation who fear him and do what is right.” (Acts 10:34) How important Peter´s “roof experience” and then his confession about God who does not show favoritism were is clear when we see the reaction of Jewish Christians to the pouring out of Holy Spirit on Gentiles. We read that they were “astonished” (Acts 10:45). But Peter clearly confessed that Gentiles received the Holy Spirit just as we (Jewish Christians) have. I doubt that Peter would be so sure without the lesson God gave him.  We see that Peter had to do the same as Paul - he had to make a step into another’s world in spite of the tradition in which he was raised and to which he held to. But how strong culture and tradition can be is clear when we see that even Peter in spite of the divine witness in Acts had later problems in Antioch (Gal.2:11) when he withdrew from the fellowship with Christians from Gentile background. The lesson for contextualization is that for the sake of the gospel we sometimes have to leave OUR habits, OUR traditions, OUR patriotism, OUR life style or OUR prejudice. W. Klaiber sees in this story “the necessity that evangelists must allow themselves to be corrected in their ideas about the proper addresses of their preaching and the proper form of responses to this preaching.” Then he writes about “a correction for the message which leads neither Peter nor Paul to adapt new religious insights and always concentrate on what is essential, the message of God’s free grace.”
 

But the easier it is to put these principles on paper, the more difficult it is to live them. Vincent Donovan, an American priest who labored for seventeen years among the Masai in Tanzania, describes what contextual misiology means in reality: "A missionary is essentially a social martyr, cut off from his roots, his stock, his blood, his land, his background, his culture... He must be stripped as naked as a human being can be, down to the very texture of his being... (he must) divest himself of his very culture, so that he can be a naked instrument of the gospel to the cultures of the world."
 From the story described in Acts we see how difficult it was for Peter, saying with Donovan, to cut off his cultural roots.  

Contemporary discussion
M. Frost mentions three main positions in contemporary discussion about contextualization.

Gospel-Over-Context Position

This position is taken by most of those who may be called conservative evangelicals and traditional fundamentalists. Basically, these people believe that an axiom like sola scriptura is synonymous with dogmatic theology, and that contextualisation represents a compromise on the authority, uniqueness and sufficiency of Scripture. They tend to see the development of culturally sensitive and sensible symbols or language as an abandonment of the gospel.  This position generally invites the unsaved to leave their culture, their world, their social network and embrace a new culture, a church culture.


Context-Over-Gospel
The second category consists of those who uncritically accept the existing context. In this category there has been a very wide diversity of opinions and approaches. Among them are Roman Catholics, primarily Jesuits, liberation theologians and members of the conciliar movement. What they hold in common is the need to respect, sometimes even to absolutise, the existing cultural context to the point where the gospel becomes distorted or where it assumes a subservient role. A classic example is German theologian Karl Rahner, who speaks of people of other faiths as 'anonymous Christians'. 
Gospel-In-Context Position
The third category takes as a given the essential link between gospel and context. This position operates from within the fundamental premises that God is above culture, but has chosen to work within it to achieve his purposes. The most significant thinkers in this field include David Bosch, David Hesselgrave, Charles Kraft and Paul Hiebert. 
 Using examples from the Bible in this essay I see that the third concept is closest to the Scripture. I would like to show concretely how I understand the “Gospel-in-context position” concept and the Scriptural examples I used during my recent experience. 
 Writing this essay I participated at a conference with the well-known evangelist Reinhard Bonke. Before I went to the conference I read an article by M. Frost. Frost quotes Thomas Troeger, and his book called “Imagining a Sermon” (1990). Troeger writes: “When the classic rhetoric of Greece dominated culture it was declared by the Athenian homileticians that preaching should be characterized by:

The clarity of the argument; the logic of the outline; the tightness of the transitions; the development of the main point; the persuasiveness of the reasoning; the illustrations fit the principles; and the theological defensibility of the message.“
 Going through these points we see not only Athenian but very modernistic attitudes standing on very rational argumentation. Probably most evangelical teachers, preachers and evangelists either consciously or non - consciously use these steps in their teaching or at least they evaluate according to them the depth of teaching or preaching. 
 When I compared Bonke’s preaching with the points above I found almost nothing in common. After the sermon was finished I would have difficulty to explain what it was about. It was very emotional, he skipped from one theme to another, he used many examples and experiences from his life, and, in fact, he spoke almost only in stories. When he challenged people to go forward to become Christians or to restart their lives with Jesus many people reacted. Honestly, I was surprised how many people reacted because I felt that Bonke had said almost nothing (measuring by the steps above).  On the other hand, his style was almost the same as of TV shows; from this view it was very contemporary.  My first reaction was to refuse all I have seen and heard. But then I asked quite self-reflective question: Who is interested in the sophisticated preaching of today’s evangelicals (this question is from Czech perspective). Perhaps a few intellectuals, but what about the other people? Already quoted M. Frost writes: “Postmodernism and its interest in post-literal ways of knowing does pose enormous challenges to the form of proclamation. Since most (if not nearly all) Christian preaching seems to take place in church settings we have to give very real consideration to the possibility that evangelistic preaching must be couched in new contexts. Our current society will not tolerate the one dimensional, wordy forms of worship often exercised in evangelical settings. And it is not interested in painfully lengthy, highly intellectual sermons. The sniff of an impending revolution is in the air.”
 
 I do not think at all that R. Bonke is the best or only example how to share the Gospel contextually, but at the same time he challenged me to ask the following question: Are “Bible believing” Churches today able to share the gospel in the context of our contemporary postmodern culture? Probably most missiologists would agree with the quote from International Journal for Frontier Missions that “understanding culture is at the heartbeat of the missionary enterprise. Certainly it is also of core concern in the effort to contextualize the gospel.”
 But there is still the question and discussion: “How far to contextualize the gospel without loosing identity?”  Watching Bonke’s outreach, I was concerned whether his sharp message did not loose, for the sake of the Gospel, its Christian identity. 
While searching my mind I found a very helpful analysis of some ways God's truth is in keeping with postmodernity formulated by Douglas Utley. They are:

“The Bible is not a textbook (contrary to much evangelical dogma). It is an account of God's self-disclosure, the drama of a developing relationship between God and humankind; 

Biblical truth is often best discovered and applied in Christian community in a spirit of mutuality; 

Christ's truth cannot be fully grasped by mere cognitive processes. It must be discovered spiritually, experientially, emotionally, as well as cognitively; 

People cannot be compartmentalised. They must be viewed holistically in relationship with one another; 

God's starting point with us is our present need. In Scripture, we see God moving from life to truth, as his people discover more and more about him depending upon their life circumstances.”
 
 All points above reflect Biblical theological data as well as the context of the contemporary culture emphasizing stories, community, integrity, holism, and move from life to truth, concerned instead with how things are, how things relate.
Conclusion

 In many places in the Bible we see a strong emphasis on contextualization. But at the same time we have to ask how to contextualize the Gospel in the midst of OUR postmodern, western culture. Just to say that it is important to contextualize the Gospel is not enough. Seeing our culture as the context we agree with A. Kirk’s claiming that “the matter of culture affects every aspects of the mission. It is all-pervasive. If we ignore the influence of culture we run the risk of seriously misreading situations.”
 Nevertheless, we have to add: To take culture seriously does not mean to see culture as the most important factor of mission. If it will become the most important factor then theological seminaries should put its main emphasis on anthropology, psychology or sociology instead of theology.
In conclusion I would like to reflect seven contemporary cultural characteristics which could be the context for our mission.

 There is a preference for learning by discussion and guided experience; therefore we should think about how to move from a one way message into dialogue with the people as we share the Gospel.
 There is a desire for decisions to be made through group consensus rather than being based on instruction manuals and policy guides; therefore our churches will have to become more like a community. When I heard testimonies how today’s people become Christians, most of them claimed that it was because of a warm Christian community.
 There is a rejection of simple, universal solutions; therefore we have to take this reality as a challenge to see life in all its variety and try to reflect these varieties by God’s word

 There is distrust for hierarchy, authority and dogma; therefore, if our testimony should be credible we can not hide our faith behind some authority or teaching. Contemporary people will ask us about OUR experience and opinion.
 There is an interest in accumulating experience rather than formal knowledge; therefore, we have to ask whether our mission is not just sharing new ideas, knowledge, ideologies or dogmas. We should ask whether we really experienced what we share. 
 There is a new openness to non-scientific ways of knowing truth; therefore, we can to some extent present God also as a mystery, as someone who is not like a computer – just to know the right key or dogma to move him.  
 There is a new tolerance of different points of view – except those held dogmatically; therefore, we can confess with Paul that our knowledge is not full, that there are other Churches who confess Jesus as the Savior but who have different emphases. 
 While I write this essay, my little son is trying to take his first steps. Sometimes I ask myself into what world is he stepping? Probably into a world that his father will understand less and less. But even though this will happen I’d like to share the Gospel even in the future. It will mean to make an effort for understanding of the changing world around him and me to be able to contextualize the good news. It will mean to live in a certain tension, but at the same time it is and will be an adventure. 
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