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In The Footsteps of John Knox


The renewal leave provided an opportunity for travel in the footsteps of the Scottish reformer John Knox. More than any other reformer, Knox traveled widely across Western Europe and engaged in ministry in many different settings. I traveled to John Knox’s birthplace in Haddington and visited St. Mary’s Church where he was baptized and received his childhood education. I went to the Flodden Field Battle site where some scholars believe Knox’s father died.


St. Andrews was an important stop on my journey. Knox was educated at St. Salvator’s College and received his call to preach during his time with the Protestant defenders of St. Andrews Castle. When the Castle fell to a French naval force in 1547, Knox was taken prisoner and made his first trip to the European continent as a galley slave. While on the Continent, I visited Rouen where Knox and the other prisoners from St. Andrews were transported. It was here that Knox learned that he was to be a galley slave. Knox and the other slaves then rowed the ship to Nantes (another city I visited) where they spent the winter. I also visited Mont-Saint Michel where higher ranking captives from St. Andrews were held. Interestingly, they sometimes consulted with the galley slave, Knox, about difficult decisions during this period. Knox’s ship then went back to Scotland to support additional French military interventions before returning to Rouen. Eventually, Knox’s release was secured at Rouen.


Knox then left France in 1549 and sailed for England where the Reformation was in progress. Knox was invited to play a significant role in this work. I visited the site of the church that he served in Berwick-upon-Tweed and St. Nicholas Cathedral in Newcastle where Knox successfully defended himself from English officials who thought he had gone too far in his reforming activities.


When the Protestant King Edward VI died in 1553, his sister Mary, a convinced Catholic, took the throne and began her purge of Protestant leaders. Knox then sailed for France and traveled on to Geneva to avoid arrest. Here he began his friendship with John Calvin. Knox then spent six years on the European continent traveling and ministering in other cities that we visited including Strasbourg, Frankfurt, and La Rochelle. At Geneva I visited the Auditoire where Knox led worship for English refugees between 1556 and 1559.


Knox finally returned to Scotland in 1559 to lead the Reformation there. His sermon at the Cathedral of St. Andrews (another site on my Great Britain itinerary) soon after his return to Scotland was a defining moment for Knox who had come back to the place where he received his call to ministry. In Edinburgh, I visited the house where Knox lived, the High Kirk of St. Giles, where Knox served as pastor, and Knox’s burial place under the parking lot behind the church.
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