‘God wills it!’: to what extent does this represent people’s motives for going on crusade? 



“God wills it” “Deus Vult” the rallying cry spoken by Pope Urban II to the pilgrims of the first crusade in 1096, urging the populace of Christendom to pick up arms to travel to Jerusalem and re-take the holy land. Was it truly the Gods will the reason for those involved in the crusade to march into an unfamiliar territory or were there other motivations for those going on the crusade? It is important to realise that each individual crusader would have had personal motivations for their journey into war, although it is equally important to generalise the population in order to begin to understand why exactly thousands of people took to the cross and embarked on the first crusade. Through investigating the political climate of the First Crusade, the relationships between empires and church, the societal and the desire for material wealth and through exploring the power of the Christian religion in medieval society it is possible to gain an understanding on to what extent the ideology presented by the cry of “God wills it” truly influenced the crusading movement.   

The importance of having the crusades be in tandem with “Gods Will” and the strengthening of Christianity was a powerful motivator during the medieval period, as Christianity played a central role in the everyday lives of European people and by joining with the crusades it may have been seen as nothing less than an act of duty towards God, a chance for the people to enact their devotion to the cross. The concept of “God wills it” during the First Crusade was emboldened by the goal of re-taking Jerusalem from the Islamic Seljuk Turks in the name of Christianity after the city passed from Egyptian rule in 1071. Jean Flori writes in an article regarding the propaganda of the crusades, “…transformed the former ‘ordinary’ Holy War into a ‘Most Holy’ war” (Flori 2005) The concept of a Most Holy War emphasises the importance of engaging with the crusade; motivating the thousands of paupers, merchants and knights to embark upon the journey in God’s name to contribute to the most important of Holy war. With Jerusalem as the goal, retaking of the Christian Holy land in God’s name changed the meaning of engaging in such a fight, no longer fighting just in God’s name but to re-take the Holy land as a given right.      

Primarily it was the devotion to Christ that motivated the masses to join with the crusade and is the connecting feature over the 12th and 13th centuries and the numerous crusades that took place. Devotion towards Christianity in Europe strengthened during the times of crusade and could most prominently be witnessed after the fall of Jerusalem. “After the Jerusalem such a wave of piety spread over western Europe that wars were abandoned for a time and cardinals took a vow to go afoot until the Holy City was rescued from the infidel.” (Munro, 1916) Christ as one of the most important aspects of medieval life was one of the many facets to why people took up the Cross. Genuine piety of the Christian populace and their devotion to God   lead to bands of lower-class citizens of European countries uprooting their families and moving their lives to engage with the crusades in the name of Christ. It was not only men of status, knights and merchants but also women and families that desired to embark on the holy journey (Kostick, 2008) It is possible to imagine that the concept of engaging with the crusade because “God wills it” and having Christ as such an important part of medieval Christian life that through strong devotion many bands of lower status individuals took to the cross in the name of God.   

Through the course of the various crusades influential people, knights of status and political figures took up the cross in the name of Christianity. Richard the Lionheart king of England became involved in the Third Crusades. The capture of Jerusalem by Saladin prompting him to take up arms in the name of God.   He is quoted as saying:
“to serve the living god we too have accepted the sign of the cross to defend the places of Christ’s death that have been consecrated by his precious blood and which the enemies of the cross of Christ have hitherto shamefully profaned and we have taken upon us the burden of so great and so holy a work...” (Edbury, 1998: 179)
 Furthermore, the concept of “God wills it” as seen in the kings speech, highlights the motives of  King Richard for  joining the crusade. Jerusalem is seen as a given right of Christianity and through God, King Richard I and his men take up arms against the non-Christian enemy.  The involvement of powerful individuals such as the king of England during the third crusade, knights such as Godfrey of Buillion and preachers like Peter the Hermit during the First Crusade, bolstered the numbers of those joining the crusade by preaching the importance of engaging with holy war and bringing their own men into the battles. 
 With Christianity and the devotion to Christ playing such a large role in medieval society it is easy to presume that this was the major contributing factor to the numerous numbers of people marching under the cross of Christ. The idea of ‘Deus Vult’ running through the mindset of crusaders, emphasised by propaganda of the Crusades undoubtedly motivated many to take up the cross although it is unlikely that this was the sole reasoning for the individuals involved. The material and spiritual benefits offered by the Pope in return for engaging in combat with the enemy, the suspension of interest on debts, and political benefits to those in power highlights the less pious motivations of the crusaders. 
It is with Pope Urban II that political motivations sit in tandem with the religious message of the First Crusade. During the turn of the century Christendom was split with the Holy Roman Empire appointing their own pope as head of the papacy in Rome and Pope Urban II residing in France, one such motive to embark on the crusade may have been an attempt to unite Christendom against a common enemy, re-directing hostilities away from Pope Urban II. A re-balancing of power to the Church motivating the start of the first crusade. The powers of the papacy increased over the course of the centuries through the Crusades, through taking responsibility and offering protection to those who joined the cause. (Munro, 1916) The power increased over the years coming to a peak by the time Pope Inoccent III this was largely due to the collection of taxes from the crusaders and the church having the powers to appoint officials. Munro writes 
“Taxes for the crusades were frequently collected and handled by the church… consequently the popes became much more powerful, especially through their control over the appointment of the officials who profited from this wealth…” (Munro, 1916; 352)
The powers possessed by the Pope and the desire to gain experienced knights and fighters in the crusades meant many incentives were offered to those willing to take the cross in God’s name. The most famous of which being presented by Pope Urban II at the beginning of the first crusade, offering absolution, forgiveness and pardon from all past sins to whoever would be willing to fight in the crusades against the Muslims and re-take the Holy Land (Peters, 1971: 16). This offer of forgiveness brought many people to the crusades, perhaps to the dismay of Pope Urban II who had hoped for many knights and fighting men, a large number of peasants took up the call to join the crusade, many who had not been trained to fight on such a scale, groups like the Peasant’s Crusade formed as a result of the influx of paupers to the cause.  It was both men and women of the peasantry who uprooted their families to join with the crusade, many saw the opportunity not as a chance for personal gain but as a pilgrimage. Kostick writes on why the large numbers of women embarked on their journey that they “…saw themselves, in fact, overwhelmingly as pilgrims…” And women of all class journeyed with their husbands, not just as companions but to undertake their own personal spiritual journeys. (Kostick, 2008: 8) 
Vast numbers of common people joined the ranks of the crusade, despite the lack of experience in fighting, thousands of farmers left their lives, selling farms and livelihood to embark on the journey to the Holy Land. It is possible examine why these non- combatants upheaved their lives, and although the spiritual devotion to God would undoubtedly play a strong role in their reasons for undertaking the dangerous journey.

 “Farmers sold their lands and tools, except for a plough and a few animals. Hitching a cart to their oxen, they placed their remaining possessions in the vehicle, put their children on top and set out determinedly for the Holy Land. Serfs too, with little more than a few coins, dependent upon charity, the bounty of God, ran from the prospect of lifelong toil for their social superiors and, arming themselves with crude weapons, obtained freedom in the ranks of the army of God.” (Kostick 2008: 1) 

The benefits of the forgiveness of all sins benefitted crusaders of all classes but perhaps one of the more tangible motivators for knights taking up the cross was the protection offered by the Pope and the power to put debts on hold during the time of a crusade. Because of the powers held by the church during the era the benefits preached by the pope would be upheld by the monarchs of the European Christian nations. “The Popes also gave permission for non-payment of interest on debts owed by crusaders and directed that monarchs should take steps to enforce this” (Munro, 1916: 351) This pause on debts and the ability to gain new territories and status during the wars may indicate why some where motivated to join with the crusades. It is important to note that despite having the opportunity to gain new land in and near the holy land many nights chose not to stay in the new territory, instead returning home to western Europe and the cost of joining with the crusades may have outweighed the material benefits of taking up the cross, once again highlighting how it was more than likely the devotion to Christianity and to fight on behalf of God that was the primary motive for many of the early crusaders taking up the cross.    

Taking everything into account it is important to understand that no individual crusader would have had the same motives for taking up the cross and embarking on the dangerous journey of a crusade, although it is devotion to Christ that ties each crusade to each other and through investigating why exactly thousands of people of all social status’ engaged in such a dangerous endeavour many accounts suggest that it was truly piety and belief in God’s will. “God Wills it” played an intrinsic role within the centuries of the crusades and although material desires played a role in the motivations of many crusaders Devotion to Christianity may have been the most prominent motivation. 
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