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1 This essay is abridged from an article by the same title, originally published in Gregorianum 83/4 (2002):
615-35, by permission of the author. Its format has been adapted to the style used in this volume.

2 Detalils are given in N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God (London: SPCK; Minneapolis: Fortress,
2003).

3 Dio Cassius, Hist. 51.16.

41 Sam 28:3-25.

5 See e.g. Rom 1:4; 1 Cor 15:20-28.
61 Cor 15:23.

7 See, e.g., N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Christian Origins and the Question of God, vol. 2)
(London: SPCK; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), chapter 11.

8 Sce N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Minncapolis: Fortress, 1992), 175-81 for a
description of various movements.

9 1 Corinthians 15; 1 Pet 1:3-5; etc.
10 Acts 2:24-36, etc.; Rom 1:4; 15:12; etc.

11 The 7sign of Jonah,” or at least the comments on it which are paralleled in Matthew and Luke (Matt
12:41-42; Luke 11:30-32); the palingenssia in Matt 19:28; and the command not to tell about the transfigura-
tion until the Son of Man has been raised (Mark 9:9f.). See further N. T. Wright, ”Resurrection in Q?” in
Christology, Controversy & Community: New Testament Essays in Honour of David R. Catchpole, ed. D. G.
Horrell and C. M. Tuckett (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 85-97.

12 Against S. J. Patterson, The God of Jesus: The Historical Jesus and the Search for Meaning (Hamsburg, Pa.:
Trinity Press International, 1998), chapter 7, who suggests that Jesus’ first followers began by saying He would
be raised from the dead in the future and soon changed this into the claim that He already had been.

13 Similarly with attempts along the lines of “they experienced the Spirit.” Other people did this—e.g.,
Qumran—without deducing that their leader had been raised from the dead.

14 Phil 3:20f.
15 Verses 3-9; see too 1 Thess 4:14a.

16 Here belongs also, properly, an account of Paul’s conversion and the ways in which it was, and he and the
others knew it was, peculiar; in other words we cannot assimilate all encounters with the risen Christ to the
blinding light on the Damascus Road.

17 T have in mind here not least the treatment of E. Schillebeeckx, Jesus: An Experiment in Christology (London:
Collins, 1979), e.g. 390ff.

18 Acts 12:15.
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Perhaps the majority of defenses of Jesus’
resurrection concentrate on three different
aspects: the failure of naturalistic theories
to explain this event, historical evidences
for Jesus’ appearances, as well as the
empty tomb. In this essay I will take a dif-
ferent tack. I will begin with the late first
century and work my way back to the
death of Jesus in about AD 30.1 My pur-
pose will be to establish a different app-
roach to the proclamation of the resurrec-
tion. I contend that current critical scho-
larship even agrees to the exceptionally

early date of this proclamation as well as
the eyewitness nature of those who made
the claims.

Before beginning, we need to set a
couple of key parameters regarding the
study of historiography. Certainly in the
recent writing of history, perhaps the two
major components of any study are, wher-
ever possible, to secure testimony that is
both eyewitness and as close as possible
to the events in question, especially when
there are also enough data to answer al-
ternative scenarios. Eyewitness testimony
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plus early observation are certainly cruci-
al. They were also valued in ancient times
as well .2

AD 60-100: The Composition of the
Gospels

When speaking of the death and resurrec-
tion of Jesus, most evangelical apologists
begin with the reliability of the four
Gospels. A popular approach often argu-
es that these books were written either by
apostles (as with Matthew and John) or
their close associates (as with Mark and
Luke) and that these volumes were writ-
ten between AD 60 and 100. The point is
that since these books were written 30 to
70 years after Jesus’ death, they provide
excellent material for reconstructing the
earliest years of the Christian faith. As
such we can learn credible information
regarding Jesus’ crucifixion as well as His
resurrection appearances.

On the other hand, however, nonevan-
gelical scholars generally dispute these
specific authors although they change only
slightly the dates of composition. They
usually treat the four Gospels as anony-
mous documents although there are some
notable exceptions.3 Scholars differ as to
how much of the Gospel accounts reflect
reliably historical information. Like the
dates given by evangelicals, these books
are usually dated between AD 60 and
100, although the critical tendency is to
date the Synoptic Gospels a little later.
Mark is often placed at about AD 70,
while Matthew and Luke are dated about
AD 80-85. There is widespread agree-
ment regarding John, which is generally
placed by all scholars in the last decade of
the first century. Even critical scholars
tend to differ only slightly from these
common dates.4

How do these critical conclusions
affect the defense of the resurrection men-

tioned above? Interestingly, in spite of
questioning the authorship of the Gospels,
critical scholars have also defended the
historicity of the resurrection although
they usually emphasize Paul’s epistles.s
Even for those who prefer the Gospel tra-
ditions, we are somewhere between three
and seven decades after the events in
question.

Especially since we are dealing with
the events of ancient history, this is a rela-
tively short period of time. After all, the
well-known biography of Alexander the
Great, included by Plutarch in his Lives,
was composed approximately four centu-
ries after Alexander’s death.

AD 50-62: Dating the ” Authentic”
Pauline Epistles

As just hinted, most critical scholars to-
day rely chiefly on Paul’s epistles when
speaking of particulars regarding Jesus’
death and resurrection. Of the 13 books
that bear His name, six to eight are accep-
ted as being authentic. In the latter group
the unanimously accepted texts include at
least Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians,
Galatians, Philippians, and 1 Thessalo-
nians. Philemon and Colossians are
sometimes included, as well. These books
are usually dated in the decade between
AD 50 and 60. Even critical scholars
agree regarding both Paul’s authorship
and the dates.6

These ”authentic” Pauline epistles are
preferred even over the Gospels because
of the critical belief that we know the
author and dates of composition for these
writings whereas we do not know the
authors and are somewhat less specific
regarding the dates of the Gospels. Fur-
ther, Paul spends less time on the life of
Jesus in general but provides important
specifics regarding Jesus’ death and resur-
rection appearances from a much earlier
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time.

The key text in this regard is certainly
1 Cor 15:3ff. In the previous two verses,
Paul refers to his earlier preaching to this
audience. So while the epistle was written
approximately 54-55, Paul’s original
preaching in Corinth would have been
dated at least a couple of years earlier,
perhaps as early as 50, as noted by Koes-
ter.”

We have some important reasons for
favoring Paul’s epistles over the Gospels.
Paul wrote this material concerning Jesus’
death and resurrection appearances in 1
Cor 15 just 25 years after the crucifixion
of Jesus, but he preached this message to
the Corinthians several years earlier,
about 20 years after the events. This lat-
ter figure is only half the time span from
Jesus to the Gospel of Mark and less than
one-third the distance between Jesus and
the Gospel of John. As we will see, Paul’s
account provides far more reasons than
these.

In one of the most important com-
ments in the entire New Testament, Paul
tells us that he received the material in 1
Corinthians 15:3ff from someone else. As
he states: For what I received I passed on
to you as of first importance” (1 Cor.
15:3).8

This comment opens an entirely new
window on the question of reliability.
Here we must interrupt briefly our cur-
rent discussion. What if there were some
way to know the nature of the earliest
apostolic preaching and teaching between
the years of AD 30 and 50? What if we
knew some of the content of the earliest
Christian preaching prior to the writing
of the first New Testament book? Some
will say that we already have this sort of
material in the book of Acts. However,
that book is regularly dated between AD
65 and 85, or 35 to 55 years after the cru-

cifixion.? Again, this is a respectable time
frame for ancient reports. But what if we
had material from even prior to the early
Pauline epistles?

Actually, several New Testament por-
tions make precisely this claim. We just
mentioned one of the texts in 1 Cor 15,
where Paul states that he passed on preci-
sely what he had received from others (v. 3).
Paul mentions two other examples in the
same book, both of which occur in chap-
ter 11. He praises his hearers for holding
firmly to the traditions or teachings he
passed on to them (v. 2). Later he repor-
ted that he had received the tradition
regarding the Lord’s Supper and passed it
along to his readers (11:23).

Many other texts in the New Testa-
ment make similar claims. Sometimes a
teaching is introduced with the words,
“Here is a trustworthy saying.”10 Some-
what reminiscent of 1 Cor 11:2, the early
Christians were to continue in the tea-
chings or traditions they had received (2
Thess 3:6).

On other occasions, even though there
is no explicit statement from the author
that a tradition is being passed on, critical
scholars are still in wide agreement with
regard to a number of these texts. They
are often indicated by the sentence struc-
ture, diction, parallelism, and other styli-
zed wording. Sometimes these texts are
apparent because the syntax breaks bet-
ween the citation and the larger text, just
like when we try to quote someone today
and we sometimes cannot make our syn-
tax fit theirs. On still other occasions
texts contain brief theological snippets
that appear to be passed down for purpo-
ses of memorization. A great example is
what is generally agreed by both liberals
and conservatives alike to be a Christolo-
gical hymn in Phil 2:6-11.

One benefit of these early traditions
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(also called creeds or confessions) is that
they reproduce teachings that are someti-
mes earlier than the book in which they
appear. Therefore, if the material is also
deemed to be reliable, especially if it
appears to be apostolic in nature, then it
exhibits both trustworthy comments that
are also early, sometimes exceptionally
so.11

Precisely for this last reason we must
ask what is the most likely scenario for
Paul’s reception of the tradition in 1 Cor
15:3ff? The apostle claims in a straight-
forward manner that he passed this infor-
mation on as he received it. Do we have
any information regarding when Paul
may have received this account? And who
passed it on to him? Since it concerns the
death and resurrection appearances of
Jesus, the center of early Christianity,
having some indication of Paul’s source is
important.

AD 34-36: Paul’s First Trip to
Jerusalem

Strangely enough the next stage in the
process was discovered not by biblical
conservatives but by critical scholars.
Further, there is near unanimity regarding
these conclusions from those who address
the issues. Paul asserts more than once
that he received traditions from others
and passed them on to his hearers. Does
he give any indications of where and
when he obtained these data?

From everything we know, Paul was a
careful scholar. He had been trained well
in the Old Testament tradition, referring
to himself as an individual who was
exceptionally zealous for the Law, as a
Pharisee and ”a Hebrew of Hebrews”
(Phil 3:4-6). He had advanced beyond
others of his own age and distinguished
himself by supporting without question
the tradition of Judaism. As such, he vio-

lently persecuted early Christians (Gal
1:13-14). Then he testified that he met
the risen Jesus, accounting for the total
transformation of his life (1 Cor 9:1;
15:8-10; Gal 1:15-16).

Paul attests that immediately after his
conversion, he did not consult with any-
one. Since he had seen an appearance of
Jesus and had been instructed by him to
preach to the Gentiles, he did not think it
was necessary to check this all out with
others. Jesus’ authority was greater than
that of anyone else. However, three years
later he did visit Jerusalem and spent 15
days with Peter and James, the brother of
Jesus (Gal 1:15-18).

What happened during this incredible
meeting involving these three great
Christian leaders? It must have been event-
ful, to say the least. In the now famous
words of Cambridge University New
Testament scholar C. H. Dodd, ”We may
presume that they did not spend all the
time talking about the weather.”12

What did they discuss? It might be said
that the first rule of literary criticism is to
interpret a text in its context. Applying
that rule here, the context both immedia-
tely before and immediately after Paul’s
statement concerns the nature of the gos-
pel message. Therefore, critical scholars
have long thought that the context makes
clear that this subject would form the
center of this historic meeting. Besides,
what else would Paul and the other two
apostles more likely discuss other than
the center of their faith? For these reasons
it is widely concluded that the gospel
constituted the focus of their conversa-
tion.

Further, the majority of critical scho-
lars who answer the question think that
Paul received the early tradition recorded
in 1 Cor 15:3ff. during this visit to
Jerusalem and that he received it from
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Peter and James, who, incidentally, are
the only other individuals besides Paul
whose names appear in the list of Jesus’
resurrection appearances. Based on the
usual date for Paul’s conversion of betwe-
en one and three years after Jesus’ cruci-
fixion, Paul’s reception of this material in
Jerusalem would be dated from approx-
imately four to six years later, or from AD
34-36. On many occasions I have docu-
mented this critical scholarly conclusion
as to when and from whom Paul received
this material.13 Bauckham has also
recently noted the scholarly consensus on
this point.14

Besides the subject matter itself and the
three individual names in the list of
appearances, another hint regarding this
process is found in Gal 1:18. When spea-
king of his time with Peter and James,
Paul used the Greek term historesai,
which is often defined as gaining know-
ledge by personal inquiry or investiga-
tion.1S So Paul apparently meant us to un-
derstand that he was using this quality
time with the other two apostles in order
to probe their understanding of the gos-
pel message. But even without his telling
us this, it makes the most sense of his
taking a trip to Jerusalem to speak with
the major apostles there. Moreover, the
topic was important to Paul, for he pau-
sed afterward to tell his reader: T assure
you before God that what I am writing
you is no lie” (Gal 1:20).

We must keep in mind here the vital
difference between the formal tradition
that Paul passed along to others, which as
far as we know was written down for the
first time in 1 Cor 15:3ff., and the parti-
cular content about which that tradition
speaks. Virtually nothing depends on
Paul’s having received this tradition du-
ring precisely this meeting in Jerusalem,

even though that is when critical scholars
tend to place it. By far the more impor-
tant matter concerns Paul’s knowledge of
the gospel content as preached by Peter
and James, the brother of Jesus, which
comprises the creed. Thus, all we really
need to know here is that Paul discussed
the gospel particulars with them, and this
seems well assured.

In fact, critical scholars are so sure
about this last point that Dodd conclu-
ded, ”The date, therefore, at which Paul
received the fundamentals of the gospel
cannot well be later than some seven
years after the death of Jesus Christ. It
may be earlier.” Therefore, ”Paul’s prea-
ching represents a special stream of Chris-
tian tradition which was derived from the
main stream at a point very near to its
source.” And lest some say that Paul con-
fused this message, Dodd concludes,
”Anyone who should maintain that the
primitive Christian gospel was fundamen-
tally different from that which we have
found in Paul must bear the burden of
proof.”16 But we do not have to take C.
H. Dodd’s word for all this. I have listed
dozens of contemporary critical scholars,
including skeptics, who espouse the gene-
ral scenario we have outlined here.1”

Thus, the majority of critical scholars
think that Paul received his traditional
material on the death and resurrection of
Jesus from Peter and James the brother of
Jesus while he was in Jerusalem, approx-
imately a half dozen years after Jesus’ cru-
cifixion. I made the further point that
even if one questions the precise time and
place of Paul’s actual reception of this
creedal material, it is exceptionally diffi-
cult to avoid the conclusion that these
three apostles at least discussed the natu-
re of the gospel content at that time.
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AD 45-50: Paul’s Later Trip to
Jerusalem

Here we must digress a bit in our time li-
ne before we can keep moving backward
toward Jesus’ death. This occasion was
better left until after the previous discus-
sion. Immediately after describing his trip
to Jerusalem, Paul relates that he visited
the city of Jerusalem again, 14 years later
(Gal 2:1). During what year did this sec-
ond meeting occur? Paul dates it from his
previous discussion in chapter 1, causing
scholars to wonder whether Paul meant
the time from his conversion or from his
first trip to Jerusalem. Also, scholarly opi-
nion varies as to whether the meeting in
Gal 2:1-10 is the same as the account in
Acts 15:1-31. Regardless, the difference
is slight. Koester prefers a date of AD
48.18

Once again Paul’s topic is clearly that
of the gospel. It seems to me that verse 2
is among the most incredible comments
in the New Testament. Paul attested that
he specifically journeyed to Jerusalem to
visit the leading apostles, in order to set
before them the gospel message that he
had been preaching ”for fear that I was
running or had run my race in vain” (Gal
2:2).

What an incredible admission! Here
we have the apostle to the Gentiles
acknowledging that he submitted himself
to the apostolic authorities in Jerusalem
in order to ascertain if the gospel message
he was preaching was on target. Had he
been mistaken, there could have been dire
circumstances for the Gentile members of
the early church, hence Paul’s fear.

Besides Peter and James, the brother of
Jesus, the apostle John was also present
(2:9). It is difficult to miss the stellar
makeup of this group. One could hardly
imagine a single authority in the early
church more influential than these four.

We are told that Paul’s companions Bar-
nabas and Titus were also present (2:1).
To this group Paul presented his gospel
message for their inspection. The verdict
was that the other three apostolic leaders
”added nothing to my message” (2:6).
Further, they extended fellowship to Paul
and Barnabas, recognizing their mission
to the Gentiles (2:9). The other apostles
did exhort them also to take care of the
poor, which Paul says he was eager to do
anyway (2:10).19

Paul could not have hoped for a better
verdict! We assume that he, Peter, and
James were on the same page regarding
Paul’s first visit to Jerusalem. But here he
specifically asked for a judgment regar-
ding the central message that he preached
to the Gentiles and found that there was
no conflict between his gospel teaching
and that of the other apostles. Especially
when we consider that these were the most
influential leaders in the early church, the
value of such a positive verdict could
hardly be overemphasized. They were all
on the same page with regard to the most
sacred proclamation in early Christianity.

Again we are reminded of C. H.
Dodd’s statement that Paul and the other
early apostles all agreed when it came to
the gospel message.20 Paul made clear
that the early gospel preaching was con-
cerned with the person of Christ, His
death, burial, resurrection, and appearan-
ces (1 Cor 15:3—-4). Paul is clear about
this in other places as well, where he also
quotes other early creedal traditions (such
as Rom 1:3-4; 10:9). Similarly, the book
of Acts also defines the early apostolic
preaching of the gospel as referring to the
deity, death, and resurrection of Jesus.2!
Interestingly, many critical scholars also
consider a number of these Acts texts to
be other early traditions that predate the
book itself. Dodd was one of the leading
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authorities here, and he found the same
gospel specifics in these Acts texts as in
the writings of Paul.22

After Paul cites the early creedal text in
1 Corinthians 15, he mentioned the other
apostles and affirmed that they were prea-
ching the same message of Jesus’ resurrec-
tion appearances as he was (15:11; cf. vv.
12-15). His readers could get the same
information from either source. Here we
see the reverse side of Gal 2:1-10. There
the three chief apostles affirmed Paul’s
gospel message. Here Paul asserts that
they were teaching the same central mes-
sage of the resurrected Christ that he
preached.23

For ancient texts, perhaps never do we
see this sort of cross-checking by the
major authorities, all at such an early date.
Howard Clark Kee amazingly asserts that
this material is so strong that it can be
critically examined and compared with
other testimony from eyewitnesses of
Jesus, just as one would evaluate eviden-
ce in a modern court or academic set-
ting.”24 We conclude that Paul, Peter,
John, and James the brother of Jesus were
the right people, at the right place, at the
right time, all proclaiming the same mes-
sage!

AD 30-35: Back to the Date of the
Actual Events

After our brief backtracking in order to
place Paul’s later trip to Jerusalem in its
proper perspective, we are now ready to
move to the final scene. Here we want to
ask about those who had knowledge of
these historical events prior to Paul’s own
reception of the data, including the cree-
dal formulation. After all, Paul’s obtai-
ning the knowledge of these events
beyond his own appearance of the risen
Jesus was not an end in itself. We must
track backward to the original occurren-
ces themselves.

Working backward from Paul, then,
these accounts had already been cast into
succinct oral summaries for use in tea-
ching, especially when most people were
apparently illiterate. Slightly prior to that
are the original recollections and
accounts of these occurrences by those
who knew of them. As we have just seen,
we know that the entire process could
take place quickly, based on the differen-
ce between the events themselves, the
preaching of this data, and its recording
just a relatively short time later. Critical
scholars readily concede that the early
Christians believed certain events had
taken place with regard to Jesus. Ultima-
tely, these events either occurred or they
did not.

Therefore, prior to Paul’s trip to Je-
rusalem and his discussion with Peter and
James, the brother of Jesus, regarding the
gospel data (which was perhaps also the
time when he received the original creedal
tradition in 1 Cor 15), Paul was obvious-
ly not the first one to have this report. At
least the other two apostles, presumably
along with others, had to know the infor-
mation before Paul did. Now we are get-
ting close to the beginning, since both
Peter and James are listed among those
who saw the risen Jesus, as is especially
clear in 1 Cor 15:4,7. The only more
foundational data are the actual events
themselves.

How should we date each of these
strands? We have seen that Paul’s first trip
to Jerusalem is usually placed at 35 or 36,
and Paul’s conversion at three years befo-
re that, or about 32 or 33. Since Paul
believed that he saw an appearance of the
recently dead and now risen Jesus, the
crucifixion would have occurred earlier
still. But that event could not have happe-
ned long beforehand, as indicated by
Paul’s acquaintance with those who knew
Jesus well, such as his brother James and
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his chief apostle Peter. Jesus’ death had
occurred shortly before the appearances.
If any of the early confessions embedded
in the Acts sermons?’ can also be granted
as reliable reconstructions of the earliest
preaching, then the resurrection was
preached from the beginning, immediate-
ly after Jesus’ death.

How early do critical scholars date this
pre-Pauline creed? Even radical scholars
like Gerd Liidemann think that “the ele-
ments in the tradition are to be dated to
the first two years after the crucifixion...
not later than three years after the death
of Jesus.”26 Similarly, Michael Goulder
contends that Paul’s testimony about the
resurrection appearances “goes back at
least to what Paul was taught when he
was converted, a couple of years after the
crucifixion.”?”

An increasing number of exceptionally
influential scholars has recently conclu-
ded that at least the teaching of the resur-
rection, and perhaps even the specific for-
mulation of the pre-Pauline creedal tradi-
tion in 1 Cor 15:3ff., even dates to AD
30! In other words, there never was a
time when the message of Jesus’ resurrec-
tion was not an integral part of the ear-
liest apostolic proclamation.28 No less a
scholar than James D. G. Dunn even sta-
tes regarding this crucial text: ”This tradi-
tion, we can be entirely confident, was
formulated as tradition within months of
Jesus’ death.”29

Therefore, Paul received creedal mate-
rial in Jerusalem just five years or so after
Jesus’ crucifixion that was actually for-
mulated earlier, perhaps dating all the
way back to shortly after the death of
Jesus. But regardless of where we date
this creedal tradition itself, the underlying
content of the gospel message regarding
the death and resurrection of Jesus goes
back to the beginning. In other words, it
was the central message of the early apo-

stolic church from its inception.

Conclusion: Bringing It All Together
The Gospels contribute many worthwhile
items to a discussion of Jesus’ resurrec-
tion. These texts fall well within the range
of admissible sources, especially for the
ancient world. However, by following the
critical model and emphasizing the authen-
tic” epistles of the apostle Paul, we begin
at a point perhaps 10 to 40 years before
the Gospels. But this strategy also brings
additional benefits, such as the early cree-
dal traditions which Paul reports.

In the case of 1 Cor 15:3ff., critical
scholars agree that Paul’s reception of at
least the content of this proclamation,
and probably the creed itself, go back to
the mid-AD 30s, when he spent two
weeks with Peter and James, the brother
of Jesus. But these two apostles had the
material before Paul did, and the events
behind the reports are earlier still.

This is probably the chief argument
that persuades the majority of scholars
today that the proclamation of Jesus’
resurrection originated in the earliest
church. Virtually all critical scholars
think this message began with the real
experiences of Jesus’ earliest disciples,
who thought that they had seen appea-
rances of their risen Lord.30 It did not
arise at some later date. Nor was it bor-
rowed or invented. As Bauckham asserts,
”There can be no doubt that . . . Paul is
citing the eyewitness testimony of those
who were recipients of resurrection
appearances.”3! This is the chief value of
this argument. It successfully secures the
two most crucial historiographical fac-
tors: (1) the reports of the original eyewit-
nesses, which are (2) taken from the ear-
liest period. This is the argument that has
rocked a generation of critical scholars.
The historicity of Jesus’ resurrection
appearances is indeed strongly evidenced.
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