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In a phrase, the Crusades, taking place from around 1095 to 1270, were a series of military exploits against Islam, especially those exploits aimed at regaining control of Jerusalem from the hands of the Muslims.  Apart from regaining Jerusalem, the Crusades also may be considered to encompass the armed struggle to oust the Moors, who were Muslims, from Spain; however, these armed conflicts in Spain between Christianity and Islam are specifically termed the Reconquista (reconquest).  There were also military crusades against select heretical Christians and against the Slavs.

Many point to the Crusades as evidence that Christianity is violent and inherently contradictory, but it should be understood that Christian practice was openly violated by the Crusades.  Simply because people who claimed to be Christians authored the Crusades does not mean that Christ’s teachings sponsored or condoned these atrocities.

Why did the Church engage in an enterprise contradictory to its teachings—preaching love and forgiveness yet spilling the blood of thousands upon thousands of men, women, and children?  The answers are not entirely clear, but a number of influences that led to the Crusades are known, none of which vindicate the flagrant abuses of military power witnessed during the Crusades.  The primary cause of the Crusades was religious.  Jerusalem was the Holy City, and it was to be rescued from the hands of the infidels. Christendom would not be worsted by Islam, nor would brutal Turks compromise the security of Christian Constantinople.  Too, Christian pilgrims to the Holy City were being harassed and assaulted in and on their ways to and from Jerusalem by fanatical Islamic Turks. Poverty and famine drove many Christians to the Crusades in hopes of land, wealth, prestige, and resources.  Desire for forgiveness led many a soul to die for Christ on the battlefield, and political wrangling for power also contributed to the crusading spirit.  Others joined the cause merely to escape boredom.
There were eight major Crusades aimed at re-taking Jerusalem, cities such as Nazareth and Bethlehem that were controlled by Muslims, and even Egypt on occasion, because it was pivotal in gaining control of greater Palestine.  The earlier Crusades were successful, in large part, because of the disorganization among their Islamic opponent; however, most of the later of the later Crusades were futile.  Ultimately, Muslims regained control of Jerusalem, and the warring zeal dwindled, leaving an unsightly, lasting scar on the purity of the Church.  The lowlight of the Crusades were the “children’s crusades” where hordes of children (one led by a twelve year old) marched toward Jerusalem only to die of hunger or thirst, be murdered, or be captured and sold into slavery.  It was reasoned that because God valued innocence, children, the epitome of innocence, should play a role in the Crusades.  Surely He would protect them.
Although the goal of retaining control of Jerusalem was not achieved, the Crusades did leave an indelible mark on Europe and the Middle East.  Feudalism was weakened because many of the knights within that system were killed, and the landholdings of the slain were given to peasants and merchants.  Thus, a growing middle class was bolstered.  Also, trade of goods, land, and learning between Europe and the Middle East was fostered by the constant travel between them due to the Crusades.
