
Odyssey: a long journey usually marked by change; an intellectual or 
spiritual wandering or quest. 
 
As the 500th anniversary of the Reformation has just been 
commemorated, travel with us to the Aegean basin, visit the ancient 
world of the early church, and search for the Paul of the 1st century. 
 
Contemporary Biblical scholars often describe four “Pauls”: 

• The Paul of the autograph letters: Philemon, 1 Thessalonians, 
Philippians, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, and Romans. 

• The “Paul” of the pastorals: 1 & 2 Timothy and Titus. 

• The “Paul” of Ephesians, Colossians, and 2 Thessalonians. 

• The “traditional Paul” of Acts. 

 
Lutherans and other churches of the Reformation may also have a “fifth 
Paul” - the “Paul” of the 16th century. 
 
How does the “Reformation Paul” equate to the “genuine Paul”? What 
did Paul mean by justice, righteousness, salvation, faith, law, and gospel 
as he wrote to diverse urban people living in the classed slave society of 
the Roman Empire? What does a 1st century gospel mean in a 21st 
century context? These are some of the questions we will explore as we 
travel through the world of the early church focusing on Paul’s 
autograph letters. 
 
The odyssey has three stages: 

• Preparation - We will have three online meetings via Zoom before 

we leave to prepare ourselves for the pilgrimage. If you do not yet 
have a Facebook account, set one up so that we can have a 
Facebook group in which to discuss and share prior to our trip. 

• Experience - We will journey together as a community where all 
can feel safe, valued, heard, challenged, enriched, and can 
experience an encounter with the holy. 

• Follow up - We will reflect together through electronic and other 
means to explore how the journey has influenced our faith and 
ministry. 

 
Participants will commit to advance reading so there will be common 
ground for discussion.  

•  Read and reflect upon each of Paul’s autographs as a holistic 
letter, not as a pericope source. What is each one “up to”? 

•  Read and reflect upon Acts. What is the author “up to” in the 
second volume of Luke-Acts? 

• Read the two essential books on the reading list and bring them 

along in either hard copy or electronic format. 
Come along and search out the life and faith of the early church. 

The countless benefits that I have received from 
these study trips throughout the past several 
years with fellow co-workers in the Gospel 
include, among many others, the opportunity to 
learn the context for the entire New Testament, 
deepening my understanding of Roman Imperial 
Theology (the world of the New Testament), 
informing much of my preaching and teaching, 
and developing and nurturing friendships with so 
many of my co-workers in the gospel. These are 
wonderful relationships that have continued to 
grow and deepen over the course of many years. 
Also, these study trips have nurtured an appetite 

for reading a number of ancient documents and current books that 
address the world of the New Testament, especially in relation to the 
gospels and the epistles. 
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ESSENTIAL READING 
 

The First Paul by Borg and Crossan 
 

The book explores the reasons for Paul's mixed 
reputation and reveals what scholars have 
known for decades: the later “letters of Paul” 
were created by the early church to dilute his 
egalitarian message and make him more 
"acceptable" - "deradicalized" to fit Roman 
social norms in regards to slavery, patriarchy, 
and patronage. In truth, Paul was an appealing 
apostle of Jesus whose vision of life "in Christ" 
is remarkably faithful to the message of Jesus. 

ESSENTIAL READING 
 

The Rise of Christianity by Rodney Stark 
 

Stark's provocative report finds that 
Christianity's astounding dominance of the 
Western world arose from its offer of a better, 
more secure way of life. He finds that early 
Christianity also attracted the privileged and 
that most early converts were women or 
marginalized Jews. “Christianity was a success 
because it provided those who joined it with a 
more appealing, more assuring, happier, and 
perhaps longer life"  

SUGGESTED READING 
 

In Search of Paul by Crossan and Reed 
 

Using archaeological and textual evidence, it is 
shown that Paul was a fallible but dedicated 
disciple of Jesus, carrying on Jesus' mission of 
inaugurating the Kingdom of God on earth in 
opposition to the reign of Rome. Against the 
concrete backdrop of 1st century life, In Search 
of Paul reveals Paul’s work, showing why the 
liberating messages and practices of equality, 
caring for the poor, and a just society under 
God's rules, not Rome's, were so appealing.  

Friends in Christ, 
 

This picture was taken during our first 
trip in 2014. We had just finished the 
Greece portion of our “search for Paul” 
and were leaving the port of Skala on 
Patmos, heading for Kusadasi in Turkey.  
A week of new sites, insights, fun, and 
fellowship still lay ahead of us. 
 

In subsequent years, it has been a 
privilege to continue to host these trips, 
getting to know many wonderful fellow 
travelers. We continue to be blessed 
with our knowledgeable and personable 

guides, Voula and Cenk, who understand what we are “up to” and plan 
accordingly. 
 

Using evaluations from the last four years, the itinerary and schedule 
have been fine-tuned. And don’t worry about safety. In far western 
Turkey and eastern Greece, the participants have always felt very 
comfortable and secure. 
 

I hope that you will consider being a part of this educational and 
spiritual opportunity. If you have questions, please email me at 
donmcarlson@gmail.com. 
 

Grace and peace, 
 

Pastor Don Carlson 
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