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Luther and Romans: Five Hundred Years Later | BY SIGVE TONSTAD

Clinton Emmerson Annual Address

Five Hundred Years Ago (1517)

W
e do not need the Ninety-Five Theses
that Martin Luther posted on the door
of the Castle Church in Wittenberg,
on All Saints Day in 1517, to impress

on us the potential of words to create waves in the world.
For that, we have our own living mentors, whether in the
form of an early morning tweet, fake news, or the soaring
“I Have a Dream” speech of another Martin Luther in the
not-too-distant past. But we need the original Martin
Luther to tell us the importance of words more eloquently
than anyone else. This year, five hundred years after the
Reformation, we will pay Luther our respects for a host of
reasons. One reason might be to instill in us a renewed
respect for words—words in general, and the Word in
particular. In a sermon preached in Wittenberg on March
10, 1522, five years after the Wittenberg posting and one
year after the confrontation with the emperor in Worms,
Luther’s tribute to words stands out. 

For the Word created heaven and earth and all things; the Word
must do this thing, and not we poor sinners. In short, preach it I will,
teach it I will, write it I will, but I will constrain no man by force,
for faith must come freely without compulsion. Take myself as an
example. I opposed indulgences and all the papists, but never with
force. I simply taught, preached, and wrote God’s Word; otherwise 
I did nothing. And while I slept, or drank Wittenberg beer with my
friends Philip and Amsdorf, the Word so greatly weakened the pa-
pacy that no prince or emperor ever inflicted such losses upon it. I did
nothing; the Word did everything. Had I desired to foment trouble, 
I could have brought great bloodshed upon Germany; indeed, I could
have started such a game that even the emperor would not have been
safe. But what would it have been? Mere fool’s play. I did nothing; 
I let the Word do its work . . . For it is almighty, and takes captive the
hearts, and when the hearts are captured the work will fall of itself.1
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In his statement, Luther’s compares words
to other means of persuasion. In particular, he
contrasts it to the use of coercion. This is not
a small matter, given that he was an Augustin-
ian monk by vocation, in his way of thinking,
and in his love for Romans. Augustine be-
queathed to the church the policy that when
persuasion fails, coercion is legitimate.2

Luther, at least the young Luther, repudiates
it.3 Words, he says, have to do it. And the
Word will do it because it has the capacity to
take the heart captive. 

Words started the Reformation, beginning
with the Ninety-Five Theses. Words carried it
forward, thinking now of Luther’s amazing
translation of the Bible into German. Sola Scrip-
tura may be an ideological and doctrinal slo-
gan, but it is also a tribute to words—and to
words alone—to make the difference in what we
think and how we conduct our lives. Words
carved out space for the rights of individual
conscience, impressing on Luther the necessity
of defending the encounter between the indi-
vidual and the Word over any other authority,
secular or ecclesial.4 Democracy and the no-
tion of the consent of the governed owe more
than a little to the Protestant Reformation.5

We hardly remember the Ninety-Five The-
ses. I will read a line, just in case. “1. When our
Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, ‘Repent,’ he
willed the entire life of believers to be one of
repentance.”6 This is a blunt corrective to the
controversy over indulgences, but it also works
as a mature statement of Lutheran theology.
Luther’s theology is introspective and self-crit-
ical, perhaps to excess. The notion that
Luther, not the apostle Paul, is the founding
father of “the introspective conscience of the
West” has drawn many prominent thinkers to
the table, and the discussion is ongoing.7

Given that few can recall the content of the
Ninety-Five Theses, we can fast-forward to
what we do remember. We remember Romans;
we are not ignorant of the role of Romans in
Luther’s experience. We know that Paul’s letter
marked the turning point in his life story. We

know that Romans became the cornerstone in
his theology and legacy. Most of us have heard
the story, even though the timeline might be
fuzzier than those who tell the story make it
seem.8 Luther takes from Romans what has
been called “the material principle of the Refor-
mation,” the doctrine of justification by faith. 

We shall fall back on the most familiar ver-
sion, as told by Luther in 1545, shortly before
his death. In his retrospect, he spells out what
Gerhard Ebeling calls “the fundamental theo-
logical perception of the Reformation.”9

A strange burning desire had seized me to understand
Paul in the Epistle to the Romans; it was not coldness
of heart which had stood in my way until then, but a
single phrase in chapter 1: ‘For in it the righteousness of
God is revealed’ (Rom. 1.17). For I hated this phrase,
‘the righteousness of God’, which I had been taught to
understand philosophically, from its normal usage by
all who teach doctrine, as referring to the so-called for-
mal or active righteousness, by means of which God is
righteous and punishes sinners and the unrighteous . . .
Was it not enough that poor sinners, eternally lost as
the result of original sin, should be cast down in pure
wickedness through the law of the Decalogue, but that
God should add one torment to the other through the
gospel, and even through the gospel should threaten us
with his righteousness and his anger? So I returned time
and again to this very passage in Paul, burning with
thirst to know what St. Paul meant. Finally, thanks to
the mercy of God, and thinking ceaselessly of this mat-
ter one night, I recalled the context in which the words
occur, namely: ‘In it the righteousness of God is re-
vealed . . . as it is written, ‘The righteous shall live by
faith’. Then I began to understand that this is the
meaning of the passage: through the gospel the right-
eousness of God is revealed, that is, passive righteous-
ness through faith, as it is written: ‘The righteous shall
live by faith’. Then I had the feeling that straight
away I was born again, and had entered through open
doors into paradise itself. . . .10

This is the Luther we know. This is also the
Romans we know and the Paul we know, trans-
lated and interpreted for us by Luther. And
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this is Paul and Romans as they should be un-
derstood, the Gospel with a capital G. Paul and
Luther together—or Paul and Augustine and
Luther and John Wesley and Karl Barth—this
towering fivesome agreeing on the most im-
portant doctrine in Protestant Christianity.11

One year later, in the year of his death in
1546, Luther gave Romans one last boost to
ensure for this letter the position of pre-emi-
nence in the Protestant tradition. 

This letter is truly the most important piece in the New
Testament. It is purest Gospel. It is well worth a Chris-
tian’s while not only to memorize it word for word but
also to occupy himself with it daily, as though it were
the daily bread of the soul. It is impossible to read or to
meditate on this letter too much or too well.12

Five Hundred Years Later (2017)
What is left of this five hundred years later? Is our
task to revisit, reaffirm, and recommit to the
tenets of the Protestant Reformation and to
Luther’s reading of Paul’s most important letter?
Not a few will respond affirmatively. Among Sev-
enth-day Adventists, too, many will respond affir-
matively, even though the Seventh-day Adventist
experience has had an uneasy relationship with
Romans.13 Adventist identity is rooted in Daniel
and Revelation, not in Romans. Romans has rep-
resented a challenge to key Adventist beliefs, al-
most as though it is a letter from which we need
to defend ourselves instead of a message on
which to build our identity. I will ask the question
again: Is the task today to revisit, reaffirm, and
recommit to Luther’s reading of Paul’s most im-
portant letter? Or—without intending to diminish
the importance of Romans one iota—is our task to
revise, rethink, and commit to a different reading of
Paul’s letter? If the second option describes our
task, as I believe it does, why should we do it, and
what will the result look like?

To the “why” question, I will offer two main rea-
sons, one exegetical and the other situational and
historical. The exegetical part re-
examines Luther’s reading of Romans. It is no joke
to challenge Luther at the level of exegesis, but this

is precisely what many scholars have been doing for
the past thirty years.14 Scholars who are ‘”Lutheran,”
broadly speaking, have been doing it, too.15

Let us join the conversation at the flash
point, Romans 1:16–17, the text that serves as
the battle cry for Protestant theology. Let us do
it in slow motion, playing by the accepted rules
of exegesis. What does the text say? What is
the context? Which variables must the inter-
preter take into consideration? Luther’s German
translation does not differ much from the one
we have in the NRSV. 

For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of
God for salvation to everyone who has faith, to the
Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the right-
eousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as
it is written, “The one who is righteous will live by
faith” (Rom 1:16–17). 

“Faith” is the theme word in this translation.
There is an Old Testament proof text to drive
it home: “As it is written: ‘The righteous will
live by his faith.’” The case for this reading is
so entrenched that the only thing that is left is
to memorize it, as many of us have done. 

Not so fast, however, and not so certain! “It
is written,” Paul says. What, exactly, “is written”? 

Paul’s source is Habakkuk in the Old Testa-
ment. Did Habakkuk write, “The righteous
shall live by faith,” as translations of Romans
make it seem? 

The answer is “no,” he didn’t. We need a lit-
tle context to understand what he did write.

First, what is the problem in Habakkuk? 

O LORD, how long shall I cry for help, 
and you will not listen? 

Or cry to you “Violence!”
and you will not save?

Why do you make me see wrongdoing 
and look at trouble? 

Destruction and violence are before me; 
strife and contention arise (Hab 1:2–3).

Is the problem in Habakkuk human sin, or is it
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divine absence? That is to say, is the problem the
bad things humans do, or is it the good things
God fails to do? Is the problem that humans fall
short of the norm, or is it that God’s actions fall
short of expectations? Readers of this text, schol-
ars and lay-readers alike, agree that Habakkuk’s
chief concern is failure on God’s part.16

Second, will God respond to Habakkuk’s com-
plaint? I have devoted a whole book to this sub-
ject—whether God cares about our questions—in
God of Sense and Traditions of Non-Sense.17 Now, we
can narrow the subject to ask whether God cares
about Habakkuk’s question. Does Habakkuk ex-
pect an answer—yes or no? 

I will stand at my watchpost, 
and station myself on the rampart; 

I will keep watch to see what he will say to me, 
and what he will answer concerning my complaint

(Hab 2:1).

Does Habakkuk get an answer—yes or no? If
the answer is yes, what is God’s answer? Before we
read it, let us put two options on the table. Is God’s
answer to Habakkuk to live by faith no matter how
bleak things may look? That is option number one.
Option number two is this: Will God address the
critical concern in his question, God’s seeming fail-
ure to make good on God’s promises? Is God’s an-
swer found in the realm of faith—in here, in our
heads—or is it found out there, in the world, in the
form of a demonstration of God’s faithfulness?

Then the Lord answered me and said: 
Write the vision [Hebr. h.azon, Gr. horasis]; 

make it [the vision] plain on tablets, 
so that a runner may read it [the vision]. 

For there is still a vision [Hebr. h.azon, Gr. hora-
sis] for the 

appointed time; 
it [the vision] speaks of the end, 
and [it] does not lie. 

If it [the vision] seems to tarry, 
wait for it [the vision]; 
it [the vision] will surely come, 
it [the vision] will not delay (Hab 2:2–3).

Option Two wins this one. God’s primary
answer is not found in the realm of faith. God’s
answer is found in the promise that God will
do something; it is found in the realm of faith-
fulness. “Wait for it, it will surely come,” God
tells Habakkuk. This is the promise. 

And now to the text that Paul will quote in
Romans. I say in my Romans commentary that
the line in Habakkuk runs from problem to promise
to summons. What is the summons? 

In the Hebrew text, it is this: “the Righteous
One by his faithfulness shall live” (Hab 2:4).

In the Greek translation that Paul most likely
used, the text in Habakkuk reads like this: “but
the righteous one by my faithfulness shall live”
(Hab 2:4, LXX).

There are minor issues in the text that de-
serve further discussion, but you have heard
enough to be able to answer my test question.
In the summons to Habakkuk, did you hear the
word “faith”? In the summons to Habakkuk,
whether in Hebrew or Greek, did you hear the
word “faithfulness”? On what basis, now, shall
the righteous one live?

By way of summary, the problem for Habakkuk
is God’s apparent absence. The promise to
Habakkuk is that something will happen to put
God’s faithfulness on display. The summons to
Habakkuk, in a (non-Messianic) translation of
the LXX, is that “the righteous will live by my
faithfulness.”18 This is what is written, in the
context within which it is written. When we
go back to Romans with this understanding,
what is written? 

I am not ashamed of the gospel. 
For in it the right-making of God is revealed 

from faithfulness for faithfulness, 
as it is written, 

“The righteous shall live by [my] faithfulness” 
(Rom 1:16–17, trans. mine). 

This is not only different from the Lutheran
reading. It is different in a consequential way.
How can I be saved? Luther’s faith message
answers that question. Can God be trusted?

It is no joke 

to challenge

Luther at 

the level of 

exegesis, but

this is precisely

what many

scholars have

been doing 

for the past

thirty years.



30 spectrum VOLUME 45 ISSUE 1 n 2017

The line that runs from Habakkuk to Romans
answers that question.19 The exegetical argu-
ments tilt inexorably toward the second of
these options. Faith has not disappeared, but
God’s faithfulness occupies the theological
center—here in Romans 1; in the great exposi-
tion in Chapter 3:21–26; in chapter 5; in
Chapter 8; in the difficult Chapters 9–11,
where Luther’s exposition must be said to fail
dismally; and in Chapter 15, the chapter that
confirms that we were not taking things out of
thin air in our exposition of Chapter 1. We
could say with equal validity that God’s com-
passion occupies the center in these chapters,
with tremendous and under-appreciated con-
sequences for how we read the wrath-passage
in Romans 1 (1:18–32), the groaning of cre-
ation in Romans 8 (8:18–23), and the much-
misunderstood story of Israel and the Gentile
world in Chapters 9–11. I have laid this out in
my commentary on Romans. I hope you will
devote time to study these things more in-
depth, with or without the help of my book. 

Before I go on to the second reason why a
different reading of Romans is due, let me
mention briefly supporting perspectives that
have emerged during the past forty years that
bear on our understanding of Paul. To Luther,
good theology begins with doctrine.20 To
many leading scholars on Paul, the tenor of 
his thought is story, not doctrine. To Luther,
Judaism is a religion of works. To the New
Perspective on Paul, Judaism is a religion of
grace.21 To many recent New Testament
scholars, there is the recognition that the New
Testament in general, and Paul in particular,
are steeped in apocalyptic conceptions.22

Neither Luther nor the Protestant tradition 
has had much appreciation for apocalyptic. 
To Luther, Paul’s use of the Old Testament is
opportunistic. To Richard Hays and other 
NT scholars, Paul’s use of the OT is sensitive
to context. To Luther, divine sovereignty and
arbitrary election are key teachings in Romans.
To me—and I mean me—the key message in
Romans is divine compassion, and there is no

arbitrariness. I say this for much of the Protes-
tant reading of Romans: it fails the compassion
test laid down by Paul in Romans. This is the
textual case, if only a glimpse. 

Reading Romans in Context (1543 and 1943)
The second reason for reading Romans differ-
ent from the way Luther read it is historical
and contextual. It, too, begins with Luther. 

In 1543, Luther wrote a booklet that in
English bears the title, On the Jews and Their
Lies.23 If you have not heard of this book be-
fore, you have now, and if you have not read
it, this could be one of the things to do be-
fore going to bed tonight. Luther devotes a
big part to alleged mistakes in Jewish read-
ings of the Bible. Seventh-day Adventists will
applaud his lengthy exposition of Daniel 9,
especially his defense of a timeline that fits
our messianic understanding of Daniel 9:24–
27. We have to bypass that, skipping ahead
to Luther’s prescription for how Christians 
in Germany should relate to Jews. He asks:
“What shall we Christians do with this re-
jected and condemned people, the Jews?”24

His answer has seven points. 

First, to set fire to their synagogues or schools and to
bury and cover with dirt whatever will not burn, so
that no man will ever again see a stone or cinder of
them. This is to be done in honor of our Lord and of
Christendom, so that God might see that we are
Christians, and do not condone or knowingly tolerate
such public lying, cursing, and blaspheming of his
Son and of his Christians. 

Luther says that our civilization is incom-
patible with Jewish houses of worship. And 
I ask you: Does Luther’s recommendation pass
the compassion test and the vision of inclusion
that we find in Romans?

Second, I advise that their houses also be razed and
destroyed. For they pursue in them the same aims as
in their synagogues. Instead they might be lodged
under a roof or in a barn, like the gypsies. 
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Luther says that we don’t want Jews to live
in our neighborhoods. Does this pass the com-
passion test, no room in the inn for the Jews?

Third, I advise that all their prayer books and Tal-
mudic writings, in which such idolatry, lies, cursing,
and blasphemy are taught, be taken from them. 

Luther says that the sacred books of the Jews
should not be circulated or read. They should be
confiscated, by force, if necessary. Does he not re-
alize that the very existence and identity of a peo-
ple to a large extent depend on their books? 

Fourth, I advise that their rabbis be forbidden to
teach henceforth on pain of loss of life and limb. 

If Luther has a “free exercise clause,” as we find
it in the US constitution, it will not apply to Jews.
We hear him say that we don’t want a religion in
our midst that is incompatible with our values. He
advocates the death penalty for those found to vi-
olate the ban. I am not making this up. 

Fifth, I advise that safe-conduct on the highways be
abolished completely for the Jews. For they have no
business in the countryside, since they are not lords,
officials, tradesmen, or the like. Let them stay at home. 

Luther advocates a travel ban for all Jews,
whether we see them as an ethnic group or as
a faith community. Ordinary rights and civil
protections do not apply to this group.

Sixth, I advise that usury be prohibited to them, and
that all cash and treasure of silver and gold be taken
from them and put aside for safekeeping. 

Luther proposes an economic boycott of the
Jews (in Seventh-day Adventist terminology)
advocating that they will neither buy nor sell. 

Seventh, I recommend putting a flail, an ax, a
hoe, a spade, a distaff, or a spindle into the hands
of young, strong Jews and Jewesses and letting
them earn their bread in the sweat of their brow,

as was imposed on the children of Adam 
(Gen. 3 [:19]). 

Luther does not say it quite this way, but the
remaining option for the Jews, the career choice
open to their young, is forced labor. This is not
a return to Adam but to slavery in Egypt. From
that slavery, as we know, from that state of
being unwanted and oppressed resident aliens,
God intervened to set them free. 

Luther’s conclusion is of one piece with the
foregoing. 

But if the authorities are reluctant to use force and re-
strain the Jews’ devilish wantonness, the latter should,
as we said, be expelled from the country and be told
to return to their land and their possessions in
Jerusalem, where they may lie, curse, blaspheme, de-
fame, murder, steal, rob, practice usury, mock, and
indulge in all those infamous abominations which
they practice among us, and leave us our government,
our country, our life, and our property, much more
leave our Lord the Messiah, our faith, and our church
undefiled and uncontaminated with their devilish
tyranny and malice.

Do we have a situational and historical rea-
son for reading Romans in a different way, as-
suming that the exegetical case has been
successful? We do—not only a case, half-heart-
edly pursued, but an obligation; not only an ac-
ademic exercise left to a few, but a communal
enterprise obligating and consuming the many.
Luther’s reading of Romans is inadequate ex-
egetically and theologically, and his legacy has
an enormous compassion deficit. If the two are
linked—and they may be linked more than
marginally—shall we be at risk, too, of a similar
compassion deficit? 

Allow me to read the words of Chaim
Rumkowski, the chairman of the Jewish Coun-
cil in the Polish city Lodz, spoken to an assem-
bly of thousands of Jews who have just been
informed that they have to surrender their
children under the age of ten that day. I have
taken the excerpt from the book, A Brief Stop on
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the Road from Auschwitz, published in English in
2015. The book tells the story of a Jewish citi-
zen of Lodz who survived the war and found
refuge in Sweden where, sadly, burdened by
his memories, he committed suicide. We owe
the story to his son, Göran Rosenberg. The
date is September 4, 1942. 

I understand you, mothers, I see the tears in your eyes;
I feel what you feel in your hearts, you fathers who
are obliged to go to your work even on the morning
after your children have been taken from you, your
darling little ones whom you were playing with only
yesterday. All this I know and feel. Since four o’clock
yesterday, when the order was first conveyed to me, I
have been prostrate; I share your pain, I suffer your
anguish, and I do not know how I shall survive this—
where I shall find the strength to do it. I must let you
into a secret: they demanded 24,000 sacrifices, 3,000
a day for eight days. I was able to reduce that to
20,000, but only on condition that all children under
ten be included. Children ten and older are safe. Since
the children and old people together amount to only
13,000 souls, the gap must be filled with the sick.25

I said at the beginning that there are two
reasons for reading Romans differently five
hundred years after Luther: one exegetical, the
other situational and historical. Our exegetical
warrant relies on the line that runs from
Habakkuk to Romans. Habakkuk is a post-
Holocaust heard in pre-Holocaust times. 

Romans stays on topic; its main affirmations
are the compassion of God and the faithfulness
of God, faith or no faith on our part. The sit -
uational and historical warrant is found in the
Holocaust and in the mind-numbing absence of
compassion in the world. Words are powerful
weapons. Words sometimes assert themselves
late, as did Luther’s words when the Nazis
launched the Kristallnacht in 1938, on Luther’s
birthday.26 In the light of history, the words 
of 1543 may count for more than the word of
1517 or the word of 1522. 

As we are about to close, I’d like you to meet
Phoebe. She was a deacon in the Church in

Cenchreae, mentioned first in the greeting sec-
tion in Romans 16. Scholars agree that she car-
ried the letter to Rome. At the first ever
reading of the letter, she read it out loud in
house churches in Rome, in 56 AD, during the
reign of Nero. It has nourished my reading of
Romans richly to imagine that Phoebe mas-
tered the rhetorical twists and turns of the let-
ter that will often be lost on us. Our Phoebe
comes to us in 2017, almost 2,000 years after
the letter was first read, five hundred years after
Luther, and seventy years after the Holocaust.
She will read two excerpts from Romans: Ro-
mans 1:16–17 and 3:21–26, in my translation. 

For I am not ashamed of the gospel, 
for it is the power of God for salvation 
to everyone who trusts, 
to the Jews first and also to the Greek. 

For God’s right-making is revealed in it 
from faithfulness for faithfulness, 

as it is written, 
The righteous shall live by [my] faithfulness. 
(Rom. 1.16–17, translation mine).

But now apart from law
the right-making of God
has been disclosed, 
witnessed by the law and by the prophets, 
the right-making of God 
through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ 
to all who believe. 

For there is no difference,
for all have missed the mark 
and lack the glory of God. 

They have been set right freely by his grace 
through the liberation which is in Christ Jesus. 

God set him forth publicly 
as a means of reconciliation
through the faithfulness of his bloody death. 

He did this in order to show his right-making
in view of the fact 

that he had passed over the sins previously committed 
in the forbearance of God;
that is, 
in order to demonstrate his right-making 
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Responsive Reading (Rom 8:31–39):

Here, as Phoebe, is Faith
Calaminos, a third-year
student in the Loma Linda
School of Medicine.
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Phoebe: He who did not withhold his own
Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he
not with him also give us everything else? 

Congregation: He will! Everything! 

Phoebe: Who will bring any charge against
God’s elect? 

Congregation: We know who, the one who
brought charges against God! We know
who, but the charges are null and void! We
know who, but the charges are false and
baseless. 

Phoebe: God is the right-maker, who con-
signs to destruction and doom?

Congregation: Right on, sister! Right on!
God is the right-maker! And we know who

consigns to destruction because we have
been un-deceived by the revelation of God
in Jesus. 

Phoebe: Who will separate us from the love
of Christ? 

Congregation: Nothing! No-one! 

Phoebe: Will hardship, or distress, or perse-
cution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or
sword? 

Congregation: No! No! No! None of the
above! 

Phoebe: In all these things, we are more
than victors through him who loved us. 

Congregation: Yes, overwhelming victors—
super-victors—through him who loved us!
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Augustine 

bequeathed 

to the 

church the 

policy 
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fails, 
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at the present time, 
that God may be right 
in the very act of setting right 
the one who lives 
on the basis of the faithfulness of Jesus 

(Rom 3:21–26, translation mine) n
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