‘God Wills it!’ To what extent does this represent people's motives for going on Crusade?

In this essay, I aim to investigate the main motives for the crusaders going out on Crusade, focusing mainly on the first crusade, also known as the People’s crusade, which lasted from 1096 until 1099, with the occasional look into the crusades that followed, up to the fifth crusade from 1217 to 1229. In order to look at the importance of Religion as a key motive, I will be comparing it with the other main motives, such as financial gain, the reclaiming of land and societal image, as well as some of the less prominent reasons, such as fame and to gain experience. I will aim to use primary and secondary sources and combined with the different reasons I aim to judge whether religion and the quote ‘God Wills it’ was the greatest influence on people’s motives for going on crusade.

‘God Wills it’ is not a very accurate representation of people’s motives for going on crusade. However, the religious aspect was still important in terms of people’s motivations for going on crusade. Pope Urban the second, who instigated the first crusade, stated that anyone who went out on the crusade would be absolved of any of their sins (Portnow, 2:31). As this was essentially a free pass to remove any sins that people had gained through their lives, many people would have been tempted to partake in in the crusades as a means of getting into heaven. This was unheard of at the time, so of course lots of people would have jumped at the chance to be absolved of their sins. This was a particularly significant motive, as the majority of men at the time who would have considered partaking in the crusades would have had experience in fighting in battles in the past and would have killed many men. As killing was considered a sin in the bible, these men would have leapt at any chance to have their sins removed in order to get into heaven. This chance to have all of their sins removed was a serious motive, as many of the crusaders had bankrupted themselves in order to go out on said crusades, illustrating that the promise of having their sins absolved meant a great deal to them. Therefore, the phrase ‘God Wills it’ is not really applicable as a motive, as although this relates to God and Christianity, the reasons that people went on the crusade were more centred around personal gain, and more to the point, redemption. Although it is possible that a small number of the crusaders went out on crusade because “God Willed it”, it is more likely that there were other motives associated with Religion that would have inspired people to go out on crusade. However, as Pope Urban the second had not mentioned the removal of sins in his original speech, it can be said that ‘God Wills it’ plays a more significant role in terms of people’s motives for going on the first crusade, as these people that would have listened to Pope Urban the seconds speech would have been, like the large majority of the population at the time, Christian

One of the more significant motives for people to go on the crusade was to reclaim to holy land for the Byzantine Empire. The emperor at the time, Alexios I Komnenos, was intent on rebuilding the Byzantine Empire, after having been forced out of the original heartland of Anatolia. Komnenos “sent envoys to Pope Urban the second, requesting help from the West against the Turks” (Portnow, 1:20). Realistically, Komnenos’ main goal was to retake the land he had lost in the period from 555 to 1081 and restore the position of the Byzantine Empire in Christianity as the “Bulwark of Christian Europe in the Muslim Middle East” (Portnow, 1:25). This could be seen as a more viable, and realistic motive for the wealthy to go on the crusade, as if Alexios I Komnenos was able to reclaim the land lost between 555 and 1081, he would have been able to restore the Byzantine Empire to somewhere near its former glory, which would have benefitted him significantly, as it would have further strengthened the Christian position in the middle east. Although there is some element of Religion to this motive, it is more likely that Alexios I Komnenos carried out the crusade in order to win the war against the Muslims in the West and restore the Byzantine Empire to its former glory.

An example of why ‘God Wills it’ is perhaps not the primary motive for crusaders going on the crusade would be that of Count Emicho of Leiningen. Before Peter the Hermit left Cologne with his group of Crusaders, 2 “Splinter groups” left before him: A French group lead by Walter Sans Avoir, and a German group lead by Count Emicho (Portnow, 4:07). Whilst Walter Sans Avoir’s group set off first and pillaged, Count Emicho’s group followed a different approach. Instead of going straight to the Holy Land, they instead decided to slaughter as many of the Jewish community as they possibly could across Germany. During their killing spree across Germany, thousands of Jews were killed, and large amounts of money had been taken in the process. Eventually, Emicho and his men reached Hungary, but they were brutally attacked by the Hungarians and barely escaped with their lives. During their massacre across the Rhineland, Emicho’s men were met by bishops, who were, unsurprisingly, horrified by what they witnessed. This is another key point which illustrates why ‘God Wills it’ may not have been that much of a significant factor in the motivation for people going on crusade, as surely if Emicho and his men’s actions were enough to upset the Bishops of Germany, then they would not be doing as God would have wanted them to. However, “Emicho had claimed that Holy Visions had guided his actions” (Dan, 2018). This suggests that religion may have had some influence on Emicho and his men’s actions, as Emicho claimed that it was his vision of God that eventually led him to lead his men to massacre all of the Jews across the Rhineland. In his mind, he was carrying out God’s will, but according to the bible, he was acting completely in the wrong and 

Another motive that could be suggested was that of just simple greed, combined with the competitive and proud nature of the Crusaders. After Peter the Hermit’s army of Peasants had been attacked, and he returned to Constantinople, he regrouped with Walter sans Avoir. Emperor Alexios enabled both parties to cross over to Anatolia, where they ended up in the City of Nicomedia. Although it was previously part of the Byzantine territory, it was still Christian. However, the Crusaders failed to acknowledge this fact, and as a result began pillaging the City. After they had pillaged Nicomedia, the two factions split, and began pillaging the neighbouring countryside, trying to outdo each other by bringing back more and more loot each time, in a childish competition. This highlights that in this case, God was not the Primary motive behind the crusades, and that wealth and social position was more of a defining character

Overall, the interpretation that ‘God Wills it!” is not representative of the motives of the crusaders. While some of the Crusaders may have had this mindset, the simple fact is that Pope Urban the seconds promise to absolve the sins of those who took part in the crusades was more than enough to persuade many people into taking part in them. However, the greater motivation was that of Emperor Alexios I Komnenos, and his attempt to restore the Byzantine Empire to its former glory. Komnenos simply used the crusades as a means to regain territory lost to the Turks and disguised his motives thanks to Pope Urban the second. The final point which highlights the little extent ‘God Wills it!” Is the actions of Count Emicho, Walter sans Avoir and Peter the Hermit. Count Emicho’s slaughtering of the Jews was opposed by the Bishops in the Rhineland, meaning that although he himself claimed he was doing “God’s work”, he was in fact doing the opposite, and had lost the complete meaning of the Crusades. The same story goes for Walter sans Avoir and Peter the Hermit. The fact that they pillaged Nicomedia, a City with a Christian population shows that the main motivation for them being on the crusade was personal gain, simply attracted to the idea of wealth. To conclude, the phrase ‘God Wills it’ to some extent represents people’s motives for going on crusade. However, personal gain, such as gaining wealth and territory, played a more instrumental role in motivating people to go on the Crusade.
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