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The Ominous Wisdom of Aristotle, The Philosopher

In the first ordinary question of the secular Oxford theologian Henry of Harclay (ca. 1270–1317), a ques-
tion dealing with the possibility of accurately predicting the second coming of Christ, we read the following 
account of a story told by Alexander Neckham (1157–1217), a Christian theologian and Abbot of Cirencester 
(ca. 1212):

We should also look at the remarkable story Alexander Neckham tells in his second book of 
On the Nature of Things, in the chapter called ‘On the Jealous’. It concerns the evidence for 
Antichrist’s coming. He writes that Aristotle, the Philosopher, when about to go the way of the 
flesh, gave instructions that all of his subtlest writings were to be placed with him in his tomb, 
so that they could be of no use to those who came after him. When he was alive, he fortified a 
place for his tomb with his own hands so that to this day no one has been able to enter it. This 
place, Neckham writes, will be given over to Antichrist when he comes. Antichrist, then, will 
work wonders by means of the cunning inventions (per ingenia subtilia) to be found in Aristotle’s 
writings, so much so that the foolish will take him for God. At that time, if anyone were to know 
where Aristotle’s tomb was and were to see it lying open, that person could (if the story is true) 
argue that Antichrist had come. [Transl. by Edwards & Henninger]1

The story Henry of Harclay narrates is an excellent illustration of the ambiguity characteristic of the attitude 
of thirteenth-century university professors toward Aristotle’s recently discovered legacy. On the one hand, one 
recognizes the immense respect and admiration for Aristotle’s intellectual acumen. On the other hand, one 
senses the enormous tension between Aristotle’s intellectual universe and the Christian worldview. Alexander 
Neckham’s2 association of Aristotle’s most sophisticated writings with the deviousness of the Antichrist creates 
the double impression of Aristotle as an individual of profound but ominous insight.

Once Aristotle’s philosophical writings became an established part of university education,3 Christian schol-
ars faced the difficult challenge of reconciling Aristotle’s intellectual world with the claims of Christian doctrine. 
Aristotle had distinguished between philosophical (sophia) and practical wisdom or prudence (phronesis). Broadly 
speaking, prudence involves the know-how requisite for performing adequate actions in different realms of hu-
man endeavor. In the narrow sense, prudence is moral wisdom, i.e. the knowledge of the principles conducive 
to a good and fulfilling human life and the expertise in applying those principles to the varying circumstances 
of human existence.4 In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle calls philosophical wisdom an intellectual virtue and 
defines it as the product of both science (epistêmê) and intuitive grasp or understanding (nous). In the Metaphysics, 
Aristotle links philosophical wisdom with the study of the first principles and highest causes. Christian scholars 
had to show that philosophical wisdom is insufficient on its own and that a higher form of wisdom is required 
in addition to philosophical wisdom.5
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Thomas Aquinas is the prime example of the attitude according to which theological wisdom complements 
and completes philosophical wisdom. For him, natural human reason is powerful but limited. The wisdom ac-
quired through the study of Sacred Scripture can assist the human intellect in the pursuit of absolute truth. In 
fact, some of the truths of faith fall within the domain of human reason and can be examined independently of 
Scripture. Revelation provides the additional supernatural dimension to truth as known by human reason. This 
dimension transcends the natural light of reason and it is yet indispensable for a complete account of reality.6

As witnessed by some of the theses of the famous 1277 Parisian Condemnation, Aquinas’s generous interpre-
tation of the relationship between philosophical and theological wisdom posed some insurmountable concep-
tual problems, e.g. regarding the compatibility between the biblical doctrine of creation in time and Aristotle’s 
hypothesis of the eternity of the universe.7 Moreover, some scholastics questioned the very existence of wisdom 
other than that associated with the practice of philosophy. Thesis 182 of the condemned propositions, for in-
stance, asserts that “one does not know anything more by the fact that he knows theology.”8

It is difficult to imagine a more radical assault on the value of theology as an independent theoretical disci-
pline than the claim that the knowledge of the theologian, and not just any self-professed theologian but the well-
trained university theologian, amounts to nothing more than what one might come to know by natural means 
alone. At the heart of the mistrust of theology’s independent status was the conviction that theology, as a purely 
theoretical discipline, does not and cannot satisfy Aristotle’s requirements for it to be called wisdom. We can, 
therefore, ask: What Aristotelian requirements did theology fail to meet for it to be justifiably called wisdom, 
and if theology can be called wisdom in some sense, how did Christian theologians conceive of the relationship 
between theological and philosophical wisdom?

Certitude with respect to First Principles as the Starting Point of Philosophical Wisdom and the Possibility 
of a Scientific Theology9

In both his Nicomachean Ethics and Metaphysics, Aristotle characterizes wisdom (sapientia) as the highest and 
most certain of all the sciences. In Book VI of the Ethics, Aristotle describes wisdom as the knowledge of divine 
things and as the most certain, crown-science.10 In Book I of the Metaphysics, Aristotle defines wisdom as the sci-
ence of the first and highest causes.11 The wise man, according to Aristotle, governs and is not governed.12 The 
wise man knows all things universally; he knows the most difficult things, has certitude, is capable of providing 
an account of the origin of his own knowledge, and masters the supreme and most autonomous science.13 Later 
on in Metaphysics, Book VI, Aristotle associates philosophical wisdom with the science of first philosophy (or 
metaphysics), which deals with the causes and principles of beings as beings.14 Aristotle also calls metaphysics the 
most enjoyable and divine of the theoretical sciences.15 For a brief moment in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, the specula-
tive study of being as being becomes a theology, i.e. a study of God. This occurs in Metaphysics, Book XII, where 
Aristotle introduces the concept of the unmoved mover and discusses the life of God.16

Aristotle’s various characterizations of metaphysics gave rise to differing scholastic conceptions of the genu-
ine object of metaphysics as a science: the first and highest causes, being as such, God and the separate intelli-
gences.17 Because of Aristotle’s association of philosophical wisdom with the practice of metaphysics and because 
of Aristotle’s categorization of metaphysics as the supreme and most autonomous science, Christian theologians 
attempted to incorporate metaphysics into the study of theology and met, as a result, with the difficulty of trans-
forming theology into a scientific discipline in the Aristotelian sense of the term. The most formidable objection 
to the enterprise of justifying the scientific status of theology was based on Aristotle’s requirement of certitude 
with respect to the first principles and causes. Aristotle’s requirement meant that one can never be mistaken with 
respect to the starting points and first causes of one’s scientific investigation.18

But can theology meet Aristotle’s certitude requirement in order to be called science and wisdom in the 
Aristotelian sense? Thomas Aquinas argued that since theology is based on divine revelation and not natural hu-
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man reason alone, theology is rightfully called the highest wisdom.19 He attempted to handle Aristotle’s certitude 
requirement by postulating the existence of a higher science, that of God and the blessed, to which theology 
in this life is subordinate and from which it derives the certitude of its own principles. The truths of Christian 
doctrine, according to Aquinas, are not evident in the light of natural reason, but they are nevertheless certain 
because they are evident to God and those who see God face-to-face in heaven.20 The obvious philosophical 
problem with Aquinas’s account of theology as a scientific discipline and a form of wisdom is that, regardless of 
its indebtedness and proximity to Aristotle’s model of the subalternation of the sciences in terms of the deriva-
tion of their first principles, Aquinas’s account rests upon the assumption that there is indeed a science of God 
and the blessed which guarantees the credibility of theological doctrines and the reliability of the theological 
method.21 One may ask how one assumption can give any more credibility to another assumption if it is possible 
that the initial assumption is false. In other words, how can one have certitude with respect to one’s starting 
points in theology in this life if it is uncertain whether there indeed is any higher science – the theology of God 
and the blessed – capable of providing the lacking certitude.

Philosophical Wisdom in the Service of Deductive and Declarative Theology

The thirteenth-century debate over the relationship between theological and philosophical wisdom gave rise 
to two competing conceptions regarding the place of philosophical wisdom in the actual practice of theology in 
the context of university education. These conceptions are known under the titles of “deductive” and “declara-
tive” theology and can be understood, at least indirectly, as emerging from an inherent ambivalence in the medi-
eval scholastic view of philosophy as a servant (ancilla) with respect to theology – ancilla in the sense of famulatus 
(“submissive service”) and ancilla in the sense of subalternatio (“lower in priority”).22 According to “deductive” 
theology, philosophical wisdom allows one to derive conclusions from the articles of faith in harmony with 
strict scientific procedures. The approach can be traced to the writings of William of Auxerre (ca. 1150–1231) 
and Aquinas, but the Dominican theologian Godfrey of Fontaines (ca. 1250–ca. 1306) was among its most 
prominent representatives. According to “declarative” theology, philosophical wisdom amounts to no more than 
aiding one’s comprehension of the mysteries of faith and deepening one’s belief. The model of “declarative” 
theology, also called “defensive” or “persuasive” theology, was inspired by Aurelius Augustine. The Franciscan 
theologian Peter Auriol (ca. 1280–1322) was among the most well-known exponents of this type of theology.23

Both approaches depart from Aquinas with respect to what it means for theology to have certitude. Godfrey 
of Fontaines distinguished between certitude of evidence (objective certitude) and certitude of conviction (psychologi-
cal certitude) and argued that Aquinas was mistaken in calling theology a science in the strict sense of the term 
because that implied that theology has both kinds of certitude. For Godfrey, theology is a science in an improper 
sense only, viz. in the sense that it studies the loftiest subject matter and in the sense that it is more evident to the 
theologian than to the simple believer.24 But whereas deductive theologians conceived of the theological method 
in the narrow sense of making proper inferences from the principles of faith, declarative theologians understood 
the theological method as also involving the clarification of theological concepts and terms, on the one hand, 
and the explication and defense of essential Christian doctrines, on the other.25

Philosophical and Theological Wisdom as Autonomous and Mutually Exclusive Realms

Especially problematic from the point of view of Christian theology was the theory that theology and phi-
losophy constitute two independent and mutually exclusive realms of inquiry. This theory was associated with 
the Muslim philosopher Ibn Rushd or Averroës (ca. 1126–1198), whose many commentaries on Aristotle served 
as a powerful tool for the study and incorporation of Aristotle’s philosophy in the Latin West. But Averroës was 
not only a commentator. He also wrote several philosophical treatises aimed at expounding and defending Ar-
istotle’s philosophy against the criticism of Muslim theologians and the syncretism of Avicenna’s philosophical 
system. The key to understanding Averroës’ view of the place and role of philosophy in relationship to the prac-
tice of Islam is The Decisive Treatise (Fasl al-maql), which explored the relationship of “parentage” (ittisal) between 
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the way of life advocated by the Qur’nic Law (shari‘a) and the wisdom (hikma) pursued in philosophy.26 According 
to Averroës, the Law recommends the use of rational analysis and encourages philosophical reflection.27 There 
cannot be a genuine opposition between religious (or revealed) and philosophical truth.28 If a specific Qur’nic 
text contradicts established philosophical doctrines, the scholar ought to apply the means of figurative commen-
tary to get to the true meaning of that text.29 If the scholar, presumably the qualified judge of difficult questions, 
makes an interpretive mistake, he is excused according to the words of the Prophet insofar as he has at least made 
a personal effort (ijtihad) to solve the conceptual problem posed by the Qur’anic text.30 Most importantly, how-
ever, because of its character of a universal revelation, the Qur’an makes possible different levels of comprehen-
sion of one and the same Truth in agreement with different levels or degrees of education. The most educated 
men, those trained in Aristotelian syllogistic logic, are capable of penetrating the symbolic veil of the Qur’anic 
text and grasping its unifying meaning.31

Thirteenth-century Latin followers of Averroës (also known as Latin Averroists) were not familiar with the 
complex analysis of the relationship between Muslim Law and philosophy in Averroës’ Decisive Treatise and 
believed that he had advocated the theory of double truth. According to this theory, there is no genuine unity 
between theological and philosophical wisdom. One could speak as if from two different perspectives or points 
of view: that of the theologian and that of the philosopher. These two perspectives are incompatible, and so what 
the theologian considers true is regarded as false by the philosopher and vice versa.32 The figures associated with 
the theory of double truth were Siger of Brabant (ca. 1240–ca. 1284) and Boethius of Dacia (fl. ca. 2nd half of the 
thirteenth century). The teachings of these two Parisian thinkers and some unknown members of the Arts Fac-
ulty were the primary target of the 1277-Condemnation.33 The separation of faith and reason is especially evident 
in the writings of Boethius of Dacia. Boethius did not actually deny the truth of Christian revelation. He only 
attempted to impose clear boundaries on what humans can know by natural means alone.34 One of the most 
important aspects of Boethius’s thought, however, is the view that the philosophical lifestyle, which involves the 
rational investigation and pursuit of truth, is the most fulfilling and enjoyable way of life. This is not to say that 
a human being has no higher supernatural end beyond the reach of the present life. It does mean, however, that, 
in this life, there is no more fulfilling and happy life than that of the philosopher.35

Philosophical Wisdom as a Fool’s Wisdom

In the aftermath of the 1270 and 1277 Parisian Condemnations, Christian scholars were much more ap-
prehensive about the project of establishing a Christian philosophy through a straightforward synthesis of the 
claims of Christian revelation with the demands of Aristotelian metaphysics and syllogistic logic. Christian 
thinkers attempted to show the limitations of Aristotle’s philosophy by pointing out areas where the Aristotelian 
conceptual apparatus was ill-equipped to deal with fundamental insights peculiar to the Christian worldview. A 
good example is the Franciscan theologian and philosopher, John Duns Scotus’s attempt to re-cast Aristotle’s ac-
count of the process of moral deliberation in terms of the relationship between the human intellect as a merely 
natural power incapable of self-determination and the human will as a fully rational, self-determining power.36

One of the most remarkable developments pertaining to the problem of the relationship between theologi-
cal and philosophical wisdom concerns the application of Aristotelian syllogistic logic to principal Christian 
doctrines such as the belief in the Trinity and the Incarnation. Protecting the integrity of theological discourse 
required either excluding these doctrines from the domain of Aristotelian syllogistic logic altogether or modify-
ing the art of syllogistic demonstration by means of special rules applicable solely in the context of belief. I focus 
mainly on the view according to which Christians are bound by special rules of faith. According to this view, the 
authority of Scriptural and Ecclesiastical Tradition and not natural reason as such is the final arbiter in matters 
of faith.37 Christians ought to respond to arguments against faith by using the rules of the logic of faith (logica 
fidei). In essence, this view implied that – ordinary logic aside – the theologian obligates himself to principles 
governing an imaginary logical game in which one ought to accept whatever follows from given premises taken as 
true and reject all consequences incompatible with these premises.38 The English Dominican theologian Robert 
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Holcot (b. ca. 1290–d. 1349), whom I shall discuss in more detail, was among the main advocates of the logic 
of faith. But the roots of this view can be traced to the writings of the most well-known medieval logician, the 
Franciscan theologian and philosopher William of Ockham (b. ca. 1285–d. 1347/49), who maintained that the-
ology begins with premises and involves consequences which are not open for debate, but whenever a theological 
problem arises that is not immediately related to the official doctrinal formulations of the Church, the problem 
is to be examined according to the rules of ordinary reasoning.39

Robert Holcot was both a Dominican friar and a follower of William of Ockham. H.G. Gelber notes that 
“Holcot’s education took place in the wake of William of Ockham’s career at Oxford and of the beatification of 
Thomas Aquinas.”40 Holcot’s thought presents therefore an excellent study case for exploring early fourteenth-
century scholastic attitudes to the relationship between theological and philosophical wisdom. Furthermore, 
Holcot wrote a substantial and widely circulated commentary on the Book of Wisdom.41

There has been a considerable debate about how to interpret Holcot’s views regarding the relationship be-
tween faith and reason. Earlier twentieth-century scholars had taken Holcot to be a skeptic. The growing consen-
sus is that he was not a skeptic.42 It is easy enough to show why Holcot gained the reputation of being a skeptic. 
Holcot was deeply interested in circumscribing and differentiating from each other the realms of theological and 
philosophical wisdom. In one of the questions belonging to Holcot’s first Quodlibet, we find an enlightening 
treatment of whether Catholics ought to concede contradictory propositions. The treatment is contained in the 
first article of a question titled: “Whether this [proposition] ought to be granted – ‘God is Father and Son and 
Holy Spirit.’” Holcot lists ten instructions regarding what a Catholic ought to accept and/or reject. He says, for 
instance, that a Catholic ought to concede statements contrary to reason, and, more precisely, statements with 
unknown truth value.43 Furthermore, only the Vicar of Christ on earth, that is the Pope, has the authority to 
determine what ought to be granted or not.44 A Catholic should not endeavor to demonstrate the truth of the 
articles of faith through natural reason but only by means of authority, revelations, or miracles.45 A Catholic 
should not attempt to respond scientifically to the arguments of heretics and philosophers unless those argu-
ments are formally incorrect. A Catholic cannot in principle demonstrate the falsity of the premises of heretical 
or philosophical arguments because doing so requires demonstrating the truth of the articles of faith, which is 
beyond the ability of the wayfarer (viator) in this life.46 Most importantly, Holcot states that a Catholic ought 
to respond to arguments contrary to faith on the basis of spiritual rules. He gives the example with Anselm of 
Canterbury’s rule which stipulates that one ought to grant the unity of the Trinity in syllogistic discourse unless 
the identity of the persons is undermined as a result of a given syllogistic argument. In the latter case, Holcot 
says, one ought to accept the premises of the argument and deny the conclusion.47 Ultimately, a Catholic ought 
not to use any logic in conceding or rejecting propositions and consequences pertaining to faith unless the 
Church has so determined. Natural logic, Holcot states, cannot handle satisfactorily the subject matter of faith 
(credibilia). A case in point, according to Holcot, is the following expository syllogism (i.e. a syllogism involving 
singular premises)48:

(P1) This thing is the Father.
(P2) This thing is the Son.
(C) Therefore, the Father is the Son.

One should not accept the conclusion of the syllogism although the argument is formally impeccable.49 In re-
sponse to the objection that it is pointless for a theologian to learn logic,50 Holcot states that the study of logic 
in theology is useful mainly for the purpose of defeating sophistical arguments.51

What can we tell about Holcot’s understanding of the relationship between theological and philosophical 
wisdom on the basis of the aforementioned directives pertaining to the use of logic in theology? We might be 
tempted to infer that Holcot was indeed highly skeptical with respect to what natural reason can achieve in the 
realm of theology. In the prologue to his Wisdom commentary, Holcot indeed states that “the strength of the 
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secular sciences does not exceed the power of human reason whereas the strength of the most sacred theol-
ogy, which ensues from the authority of the first truth, exceeds the power of any given [human] intelligence.”52 
Moreover, there is no room for a philosophical practice apart from the practice of Christianity. The Church has 
absorbed the ancient wisdom of Plato, Pythagoras and Aristotle. Compared to Christ, the wisdom of the phi-
losophers is foolishness.53 Does all this mean that one ought to embrace Christianity blindly? Oberman explains 
that Holcot’s aim is not to eliminate or negate reason altogether but, rather, to humble reason’s pretensions to 
absolute certitude in matters of faith. Reason can only supply probable and insufficient grounds for belief in 
God. Reason, however, is an indispensable tool for any genuine effort (facere quod in se est) to come to terms with 
the divine. Revelation presupposes the use of reason even though the complete grasp of the divine is beyond the 
reach of reason.54

A Probabilistic Natural Theology – Concluding Unscientific Postscript

One may ask in the end whether, and if so, to what extent did scholastics achieve the sought for synthesis 
between theological and philosophical wisdom? Before I attempt to answer this question, I should like to make 
two important points. My first point is that the conflict between Christian theology and the philosophy of Ar-
istotle involved more than a mere opposition between dogmatic adherence to the authority of Scripture, on the 
one hand, and the rigor of Aristotle’s scientific criteria. Christian theologians were also deeply influenced by 
the Augustinian view of the mind as deficient and in need of direction through divine illumination. In essence, 
then, the confrontation between Christian theology and Aristotelian philosophy was a confrontation between 
two very different systems of thought – the Augustinian and the Aristotelian – with their incompatible standards 
of truth and rationality.55

My second point is that prior to the arrival of Aristotle in the West twelfth-century thought shows strong 
continuity with the ancient Platonic ideal of philosophical wisdom as the speculative pursuit of eternal and 
immutable reality, on the one hand, and self-knowledge as the best form of therapy in this life, on the other.56 
From the perspective of the Platonic ideal, wisdom encompasses both an objective dimension – the knowledge 
of what is unchangeable – and a subjective dimension – the knowledge of oneself.57 Under the influence of 
Aristotle, thirteenth and fourteenth-century scholastics conceived of wisdom as primarily an objective or epistemic 
mode.58 At the dawn of the Renaissance, however, we find in the writings of theologians such as Meister Eckhart 
(1260–1328) and Nicolas of Cusa (1401–1464) a serious effort to revitalize the Platonic ideal of wisdom as the 
unifying horizon of the objective understanding of first truths and self-knowledge.59

Given my two provisos regarding the complexity of the actual historical context, I suggest that medieval 
scholastics failed to fully synthesize theological and philosophical wisdom. This failure, however, was in some 
sense inevitable given the nature of such an ambitious enterprise. Scholastic theologians in general believed 
that theology is in a unique position insofar as it provides a corrective with respect to philosophy’s claim to be 
the master discipline in virtue of philosophy’s genuine concern with wisdom. Medieval scholastics had to claim 
this corrective function for theology as a theoretical discipline insofar as they maintained that theology begins 
with revealed knowledge, which, by definition, cannot be erroneous. From the point of view of philosophy as 
the master discipline, however, theology is inescapably problematic insofar as it demands adherence to proposi-
tions that may be ultimately false. It would be entirely anachronistic, nevertheless, to suppose that the medieval 
scholastics operated with a conception of philosophy as a fully autonomous discipline, a discipline independent 
of any other, and especially independent of theology. This kind of conception, in essence based on assumption, 
is more characteristic of the modern “secular” understanding of philosophy,60 some elements of which are of 
course latent in medieval scholasticism as witnessed by the 1277 Parisian Condemnation of Latin Averroism.

Most importantly, if, as James F. Anderson points out, “Christianity is true, philosophy is not absolutely 
autonomous; there is a higher science possible to man: a science based not on naturally known principles, but 
on principles revealed by God. If such a science – theology – exists, philosophy is necessarily inferior to it in the 
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very order of science.”61 Suppose a philosopher granted the possibility of there being a science higher than phi-
losophy and abandoned the dogmatic insistence on philosophy’s wholly independent status (and, according to 
Anderson, “[i]t is impossible to maintain the absolute autonomy of philosophy without denying that theology is 
a science […]”62), how can the scholastic theologian attempt to make a case for the truth of Christian convictions? 
Perhaps the very best a theologian can do is showcase the plausibility of revealed truths by means of a probabilistic 
natural theology. This kind of theology insists that natural reason can indeed provide good although not defini-
tive grounds for belief in the existence of God. A contemporary proponent of this view is Richard Swinburne. 
According to Swinburne, natural and revealed theology can only differ in the degree of the probability of their 
proofs. Any evidence in support of the claim that God exists makes it more probable that God has indeed re-
vealed Himself, and, similarly, any evidence in support of the truth of specific revealed doctrines (the Trinity or 
the Incarnation) makes it more probable that God exists.63

Finally, one might also think of the possibility of a natural theology in terms of testing the belief in God’s 
existence through the method of counterexample and holding on to this belief in the absence of evidence to the 
contrary. One may thus be certain that God exists but not in the sense that it is impossible for one to be wrong. 
Moreover, one may claim certainty with respect to revealed truths at least insofar as one can show that these 
truths are not logically impossible.64

Given then that the pursuit of wisdom as an all-comprehensive and complete account of reality as such (i.e. 
knowledge of reality as if sub specie aeternitatis65) is not an entirely contradictory, and, so, meaningless project, 
and given that the theologian and philosopher are interested in the same kind of wisdom and that both keep an 
open mind, it should in principle be possible to show whether or not theological and philosophical wisdom do 
indeed converge. All one can say in the end is that if theologians and philosophers are equally motivated by the 
desire for truth and wish to unravel the ultimate mystery of reality, they are bound to work together toward an 
ever more increasing understanding of the absolute foundations of reality.66
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