How important was the concept of spiritual reward in motivating people to go on crusade?


All crusades to the Holy Land during the High Middle Ages began with the idea of reclaiming or defending Christian territory and to reopen access to Jerusalem and other holy sites. It is necessary to have an army for a crusade to occur, as this process could not be undertaken without considerable manpower. In order to achieve the numbers required to build a crusading army it was necessary to motivate many people to join the crusading cause. This motivation was initially encouraged by Pope Urban II’s statement in 1095 in his call for the First Crusade. 
Enter upon the road to the Holy Sepulchre; wrest that land from the wicked race, and subject it to yourselves… Accordingly undertake this journey for the remission of your sins, with the assurance of the imperishable glory of the kingdom of heaven. 

Robert the Monk’s account of Pope Urban II address[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Robert the Monk Historia Hierosolymitana] 



This was offered in exchange for the taking up of the cross and the taking of vows to go on crusade. The promise of the kingdom of heaven was cited by later contemporary chroniclers, themselves crusaders, as the explanation for why so many people did go on crusade. 

...et manda par lui le pardon tel con je vos dirai: tuit cil qui se croisseroient et feroient le servise Deu un an en l'ost seroient quite de toz les pechiez que il avoient faitz, dont
il seroient confés.
Villehardouin La Conquête de Constantinople[footnoteRef:2]
  [2:  Villehardouin La Conquête de Constantinople
translation: “…and sent by him the pardon such as I will tell you all those who would take the cross and do the service of god for one year in the army would be acquitted of all the sins that they had committed and of which they had made confession.”] 

The promise of the kingdom of heaven in exchange for taking up the cross was effective because the medieval Christian was preoccupied with the fate of his soul and therefore the concept of spiritual reward in terms of eternal heaven was the principal motivating factor for people to go on crusade. 

Prior to this address, by Pope Urban II, the concept of indulgence within the Roman Catholic Church was a way to decrease the amount of punishment after death in recompense for mortal sins.[footnoteRef:3] This was undertaken by processes such as prayer, charity, pilgrimages, good deeds, and donations to the church. However none of these indulgences were capable of the complete absolution of mortal sins, which is why Pope Urban II’s address was so significant. The indulgence he offered was one that could wipe all transgressions as soon as a person had confessed all their sins and taken the vow to embark on crusade. The element of embarking on crusade as seen in the quotation about dying by land or by sea offered proof that this contract would be upheld even if the Holy Land was not reached so long as they had set off.  [3:  Peters, Edward p. 13.] 

"All who die by the way, whether by land or by sea, or in battle against the pagans, shall have immediate remission of sins. This I grant them through the power of God with which I am invested.” 

Fulcher of Chartres’ account of Pope Urban II address[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Fulcher of Chartres ] 



This speech, therefore, introduced the first case of plenary indulgence; the absolving of all mortal sins confessed in the Sacrament of Penance, or Confession. The plenary indulgence became and continued to be the main motivation for people to go on crusade as can be seen in Villehardouin’s chronicle. 

Porce que cil pardons fu issi granz, si s'en esmurent mult li cuer des gens, et mult s'encroisierent porce que li pardons ere si granz. 
Villehardouin La Conquête de Constantinople[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Villehardouin La Conquête de Constantinople
translation: “Because this indulgence was so great the hearts of the people were greatly moved and many took up the cross because the indulgence was so great”] 


According to Villehardouin this is the single reason why people took the vow and went on crusade. Both Villehardouin and his fellow chronicler of the Fourth Crusade, Robert de Clari, emphasise the spiritual nature of the undertaking when they describe how people followed the priest Fulk de Neuilly, charged by Pope Innocent III to encourage them to take up the cross, due to the effects of the miracles that Christ and the Virgin Mary performed on Fulk’s behalf. The promise of this indulgence could only work to motivate people to go on crusade if people genuinely feared for the fate of their soul after their death. The fact that the Pope used this indulgence to encourage them to go on crusade clearly demonstrates how fundamental this matter was to the medieval Christian.  

The medieval preoccupation with the fate of the soul and the belief that the temporal life on earth was the short precursor to an eternal life in heaven underpinned the thinking of the medieval Christian. Spiritual life and faith as taught by the Roman Catholic Church was central to the medieval mind and the whole medieval viewpoint. “…the church was principally concerned not with political order but with eternal salvation. Christ’s kingdom was not of this world…”[footnoteRef:6] The concern with the soul after death is demonstrated by the large sums of money that wealthy nobles or monarchs would pay to religious establishments to say requiem masses after they had died for example Henry V’s will provided for twenty thousand masses to be said for his soul, twice as many as for Henry VII.[footnoteRef:7] Bernard d’Escoussans, Lord of Langoiran, requested a total of thirty five thousand masses in his will in 1338 and in his will 1369 Jean III de Grailly, Captal de Buch, prescribed fifty thousand masses for the year after his death (one hundred and thirty seven masses a day!)[footnoteRef:8] This preoccupation with the fate of the soul is also reflected in medieval art. For example the prevalence of doom paintings, depictions of the doomsday, in medieval churches, often above the chancel and thus visible to the entire congregation in a period when church attendance was compulsory.[footnoteRef:9] Art of the period served a powerful purpose and had an active role in religious practice, “…to provide the believer with guidance: to embody and exalt that which is holy; to link the past with the present; to connect the worshipper to heaven.”[footnoteRef:10]  Therefore the fate of the soul is of vital importance to everyone in medieval society, from the highest member, the king, to the most humble peasant. Medieval life was a life of personal and popular piety.  [6:  ]  [7:  Vale, Malcolm Henry V: Conscience of a King p. 249]  [8:  Ibid. p. 250]  [9:  ]  [10:  Stein, Wendy, How to Read Medieval Art p. 16] 

	
It is of course possible to argue that there were other incentives for people to take up the cross. For example, in the context of a militaristic society, which valued chivalric principles the younger sons of noble families who were unlikely to inherit property may have considered a crusade to be an adventure and an opportunity to acquire wealth prestige and to prove themselves. In 1172 under the so called compromise of Avranches Henry II of England had vowed to go on crusade to the Holy Land and to provide knights for this campaign in return for being reconciled with the Roman Catholic Church.[footnoteRef:11] At the same time Christendom was deemed to be under threat and it was the duty of a good Christian to protect it. However the primary motivation for those people who went on crusade was essentially about the salvation of the soul. The crusade was a righteous military enterprise that would open the doors of heaven for them.  “Accordingly undertake this journey for the remission of your sins, with the assurance of the imperishable glory of the kingdom of heaven.”[footnoteRef:12] All earthly sins would be forgiven. The plenary indulgence being the guarantee of salvation was the unifying factor across all ages and classes. The Pope surely would not have used a plenary indulgence as a motive to encourage people to join the crusade if it was not a powerful tool of motivation. These are deeply held beliefs which underpin the medieval person’s view of the world, life and death.  [11:  Vincent, Nicholas p. 193]  [12:  Robert the Monk Historia Hierosolymitana] 
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