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Summary 
 

 

 The present thesis is an exploration of Thomas Ebendorfer’s Sentences commentary 

and an effort to understand how Viennese theologians coped with the conflict between theology 

and philosophy in a plural religious context in the first decades of the XVth century. Engaging 

in such an inquiry by focusing on a hitherto neglected Viennese figure of the XVth century can 

provide a deeper understanding of the mechanisms involved in the influence of the historical 

sphere on academic discourse and the transmission of knowledge. 

 The novelty of my inquiry comes from the primary sources that make up the object of 

my research, including Thomas Ebendorfer’s hitherto unstudied and unedited Sentences 

commentary, preserved in various manuscripts from the Austrian National Library 

(Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek) in Vienna. Given the philosophical and theological 

character of these sources, these texts have the potential to shed new light on the academic 

discourse at the Viennese Faculty of Theology in the first two decades of the XVth century, 

providing at the same time a missing link in the doctrinal evolution of the genre of Sentences 

commentaries. 

 I have chosen to approach this inquiry through the lens of Thomas Ebendorfer’s 

Sentences commentary for two main reasons. Firstly, he lectured on the Sentences during 1420-

1421, i.e. a period that overlaps with the Hussite wars and the persecution of Viennese Jews. 

Secondly, despite being a well known figure of the XVth century and an extremely prolific 

historian and theologian, Ebendorfer composed a commentary on the Sentences which has been 

virtually neglected by previous scholarship. 

 In answering the main research question stated above, I will explore the following three 

research sub-questions. 

 1. One of the sub-questions of my research is to what extent did Ebendorfer cut off 

with the VGC tradition. More precisely, I will investigate to what degree is he still anchored 

in the VGC tradition and what are the new topics that he approached or the new manners in 

which he responded to older questions. Particular attention will be paid to the manner in which 

Ebendorfer employs passages from previous authors, especially those authors that also 

represent a main source of inspiration for the previous Viennese Sentences commentaries from 

the VGC. 
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 2. A second sub-question equally important for my study asks what is Ebendorfer’s 

conception on the relation between theology and philosophy. I will analyze Ebendorfer’s 

stance on this topic by considering his two Prologues, found in ms. Wien, ÖNB, 4369, ff. 7r-

8v, and ms. Wien, ÖNB, 4387, ff. 3v-23r, respectively.  

 3. A third sub-question of my research asks if there is a connection between 

contemporary historical events and Ebendorfer’s Sentences commentary. More precisely, 

in investigating how Ebendorfer tried to cope with the conflict between theology and 

philosophy, I have also questioned the possible influence of the historical sphere on the ideas 

Ebendorfer puts forth in his commentary. It is possibile that this question will also provide a 

reason why Ebendorfer departed from the VGC. For this inquiry, I follow two questions: what 

type of attitude does Ebendorfer have towards infidels and heretics and whether his attitude 

towards religious alterity influenced his conception on the relation between theology and 

philosophy. 

 My hypothesis is that the progressive separation between theology and philosophy is 

tied to certain historical events of the XVth century, a period when the unity of Christianity 

was marked not only by internal threats efforts to put an end to the Great Schism, but also by 

the external threat of heretics, such as the Hussites, with whom the Jews were seen to be 

conspiring. Studying Ebendorfer’s Sentences commentary can thus provide some answers 

regarding the manner in which Christians attempted to rationalize their ideas and beliefs 

concerning Jews and Hussites at a very intricate point in history. It is my hypothesis that 

Ebendorfer departed from the VGC tradition by adapting older ideas to the most pressing issues 

of his time. 

 In order to respond to all these questions, I will employ a methodology that is 

traditionally used when dealing with a previously unexplored Sentences commentary. This 

method involves reading the whole text preserved in manuscripts and gathering relevant 

information that allows a better understanding of paleographical and doctrinal aspects of his 

text. 

 1. One dimension of this inquiry is compiling a list of questions for each four Books 

(tabula quaestionum).1 Employing this methodology in the case of Ebendorfer’s commentary2 

will give an overview of his text, allowing a clarification of chronology. Moreover, it will bring 

 
1 See Appendix 1. 
2 The manuscripts containing different redactions of Ebendorfer’s commentary that I have read are: ms. Wien, 
ÖNB, 4369, ff. 1r-405v (Books I and IV); ms. Wien, ÖNB, 4387, ff. 1r-415v (Books I and II); ms. Wien, ÖNB, 
4393, ff. 1r-44r (Book II); ms. Wien, ÖNB, 4590, ff. 1r-22v (Book III). 
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to light those topics that Ebendorfer is most interested in, and by a general comparison of his 

text to other Viennese Sentences commentaries from the VGC, I will be able to grasp the new 

subjects Ebendorfer approaches. This preliminary step in investigating his commentary offers 

a direction regarding the philosophical themes that are worth exploring in greater detail and 

could be critically edited. 

 2. A second dimension of this methodology is provinding a complete citation list of all 

scholastic authors ranging from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century who are explicitely 

mentioned in Ebendorfer’s commentary.3 Such an inquiry provides an overview of his sources, 

which ultimately allows for some preliminary conclusions concerning his doctrinal profile. 

 3. A third dimension of my methodology is providing a list of all of Ebendorfer’s 

explicit references to hetherodox groups, such as Jews and Hussites.4 This constitutes a starting 

point for exploring the third research question concerning his attitude towards religious alterity 

in general. The aim of this inventory is also to give a complete mapping of the loci where 

themes particularly related to Jews and Judaism are usually treated in a Sentences commentary. 

 4. A fourth dimension of my methodology is critically editing several texts including 

the following: all the Viennese versions of the VGC for question 2 of the Prologue5, 

Ebendorfer’s two Prologues6, and several hitherto unknown texts gathered in codex Basel, 

Universitätsbibliothek A-X-44, a medieval notebook in which Henry of Rheinfelden gathered 

texts stemming from the Viennese milieux. Taking under consideration this latter source allows 

a better contextualization of Ebendorfer’s ideas that are tied to the Viennese context. 

 In chapter 1, I have offered a historical overview on „Society and Academic Discourse 

in XVth century Vienna”. More importantly, after a complete reading of the various versions 

of Thomas Ebendorfer’s Sentences commentary, I was able to put forth a series of conclusions 

concerning several aspects of his text. Regarding the nature of Ebendorfer’s commentary, I 

established that Ebendorfer read Horaw’s commentary on Book I as a sententiarius (annotating 

it in the margin of his own copy), and that he proceeded in a similar manner for the remaining 

books (II, III and IV), i.e. by reading other versions of the ‘VGC’ and annotating them in the 

margin. I have also made a tabula quaestionum (see Appendix 1) for all versions of 

Ebendorfer’s commentary, showing that for each version of the ‘VGC’ that he read as a 

 
3 See Appendix 2. 
4 See Appendix 7. 
5 See Appendix 3. 
6 See Appendix 5, containing a critical edition of Ebendorfer’s first Prologue. I did not include the full transcription 
of Ebendorfer’s second Prologue (ca. 100 p. of Word text), since the aparatus fontium is not complete, but I have 
edited parts of this text to which I refer throughout the following chapters. 
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sententiarius, he also composed a supplementum/complementum, i.e., additional set of 

questions on the same book, written in his own hand, which he usually attached to the version 

of the ‘VGC’ he read. I also concluded that textually the first Prologue, the one preserved in 

ms. Wien, ÖNB 4369, is completely different from the Viennese Prologues of the ‘VGC’. More 

precisely, Ebendorfer composed an original Prologue as a sententiarius, while his second 

Prologue, which is part of his Lectura secunda, only partially supports such a conclusion. I 

have thus confirmed Brînzei’s and Schabel’s initial claim that Ebendorfer’s text should not be 

included in the ‘VGC’ tradition. In fact, in both of his Prologues Ebendorfer moves away from 

the topics traditionally discussed in the VGC, because of his preocuppation with heresy. If 

previous Viennese prologues from the VGC asked whether theology is a science and whether 

it is a practical or speculative science, Ebendorfer asks in his first Prologue a different question, 

namely „whether in theology, ruler and mistress of all other sciences, can be found a false 

sentence according to the virtue of speech.” 

 2. In the second chapter I have analysed the manner in which Ebendorfer treats the 

subject of theology as science and theology as a practical science in the effort of trying to 

respond to the question whether Ebendorfer broke off with the ‘Vienna Group Commentary’ 

tradition in these particular points. Regarding the debate whether theology is a science – a topic 

which was discussed in virtually all Viennese Sentences commentaries from the beginning of 

the XVth century, I have concluded that Ebendorfer aligns himself to the Viennese stance and 

the VGC common attempt to salvage the scientific status of theology by keeping its designation 

as scientia, even if not in the proper sense of the term (since already for Dinkelsbühl, the 

scientific feature that theology shares with science, namely that it “compels assent”, sufficed 

for calling theology scientia). 

 Regarding the debate whether theology is a practical or a speculative habit – again a 

topic discussed virtually in all Viennese Sentences commentaries from the beginning of the 

XVth century, Ebendorfer supports the practical nature of theology. On the basis of a 

diplomatic edition of q. 2 of ‘VGC’ Prologues (pertaining to Nicholas of Dinkelsbühl, John 

Berward of Villingen, Peter of Pulkau, George Wetzel of Horaw, John Angrer of Müldorf and 

Andrew of Waytra), which I attached in Appendix 3, I concluded that there is a shared strategy 

of individuation that became more and more manifest within the Vienna Group, culminating 

in Ebendorfer’s treatment, especially in the case of the debate on the subject of theology (see 

the illustration of five stages of the second question of the Prologues pertaining to the VGC in 

Appendix 4). 
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 3. In the third chapter I have examined Ebendorfer’s view on the relation between 

theology, philosophy and logic, focusing also on his stance within the debate on the virtue of 

speech (virtus sermonis). I have treated these problems by editing and analysing Ebendorfer’s 

first Prologue, in ms. Wien, ÖNB, 4369, ff. 7r-8v, asking „whether in theology, ruler and 

mistress of all other sciences, can be found a false sentence according to the virtue of speech 

(virtus sermonis)”. The edition of this text is provided in Appendix 5. More precisely, I have 

shown that in his first Prologue Ebendorfer combines a twofold conception of theology and 

philosophy (acquired/infused) with a twofold perspective on the relation between them 

(temporal/by nature), and makes a strong claim for theology’s role in advancing new logical 

theories – in the first part of his text, and in the second part Ebendorfer deals with the proper 

boundary between logic and theology, the various senses of biblical terms and the problematic 

role of logic in interpreting Scripture. 

 Concerning the first part of Ebendorfer’s Prologue I have concluded that his view of 

the relation between the sciences illustrates a progressive awareness of the distinction between 

theology and philosophy. Secondly, another important aspect of the first part of Ebendorfer’s 

first prologue is that he proposes a historical perspective through which the relation between 

theology and philosophy/logic should be judged and makes a strong claim for theology’s role 

in advancing new logical theories. I have concluded that such a historical perspective on the 

relation between theology, philosophy and logic, espoused by both Ebendorfer’s Prologue and 

the anonymous question in codex Basel, Universitätsbibliothek A-X-44, is only a recent 

perspective in the historiography of medieval philosophy. 

 Concerning the second part of Ebendorfer’s first Prologue, I have shown that the 

distinction between theology and philosophy which he discusses in the first part, entails very 

different applications of virtus sermonis in the two sciences. Even if theology helped logic 

advance new theories, as Ebendorfer claims, nonetheless one should not let logic define the 

proper sense of the biblical text, as he concluded in the second part of his text. Moreover, I 

have shown that doctrines regarding the proper manner of interpreting the biblical text and the 

proper virtue of its terms (virtus sermonis) along with the distinction between two logics (one 

of theology, the other of speculative sciences), all of which played a significant part in the 

condemnations at Constance, were later transferred and appropriated at Vienna, as 

Ebendorfer’s case demonstrates. I have argued that Ebendorfer’s view relies specifically in 

being motivated by the Viennese fifteenth-century intellectual setting where the threat 

represented by the Hussites had just reached its climax. 
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 4. In chapter 4 I have analysed Ebendorfer’s perspective on heterodox religious 

communities such as the Hussites and the Jews. On the basis of a complete reading of 

Ebendorfer’s commentary, I have attempted to understand not only how the Viennese 

theologian dealt with heretical tendencies in his text, but also how Jews became scapegoats 

after being associated with the Hussites and victims of the Wiener Geserah pogrom of 1420-

1421. 

 Regarding the Hussites, I have continued the investigation already opened in the 

previous chapter asking what other references Ebendorfer makes to the Hussites in his 

commentary and what is their significance. I have concluded that Ebendorfer’s references to 

the Hussites from his prologues indicate that the problem of heresy—which would later become 

an important aspect of his life (for instance, in 1433, he participated in the negotiations with 

the Hussites at the Council of Prague)—is already preoccupying him during his years as a 

sententiarius. As I have argued, this could be the reason why he decided to approach the subject 

of virtus sermonis in his first Prologue, thus breaking from the VGC tradition and why he 

approached a new question in his second Prologue where he updated Scotus’ treatment of 

heresy with references to the Waldensians and the Hussites. 

 Regarding the Jews, I have investigated the manner in which Viennese theologians 

attempted to rationalise their ideas and beliefs concerning Jews and Judaism at a very intricate 

point in history, i.e. in the years surrounding the ‘Wiener Geserah’ from 1420-1421. I based 

my analysis on a complete reading of Ebendorfer’ commentary on the basis of which I 

compiled a list of explicit references to Jews and Judaism from Ebendorfer’s Sentences 

commentary (see Appendix 7). I also considered a hitherto unknown fragment attributed to 

Henry of Langenstein (in ms. Basel, Universitätsbibliothek, A X 44, f. 166v) which sheds new 

light on his stance concerning the conversion of Jews (see the edition in Appendix 6). In a short 

note De Iudaeis Langenstein takes a step further towards abandoning the moral suasion and 

apologetics altogether. As I have shown, Langenstein argues that more extreme measures 

should be taken with the aim of converting Jews, an issue which should be addressed through 

different means than those pertaining to the sphere of reason, i.e., argumentation and 

apologetics. This new piece of information should be indicative of the Viennese theologian’s 

attitude towards Jews which was degrading already from 1397. 

 I also based my investigation on two case studies from Thomas Ebendorfer’s Sentences 

commentary, one regarding the indemonstrability of the Trinity (including the compatibility of 

Aristotelian logic with Trinitarian doctrine) and the other regarding forced baptism. 
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 Regarding the indemonstrability of the Trinity, I have concluded that towards the 

beginning of the fifteenth century, a new stage of this polemic is developing in Vienna, where 

the question of the demonstrability of the Trinity gains a practical dimension due to the 

presence of a much bigger Jewish community. I have argued that Ebendorfer’s case is 

particularly relevant for understanding how he justifies that a demonstration of the Trinity is 

impossible to the Jews by appealing to experience (i.e. to the recently forced conversion of 

Viennese Jews that he witnessed himself and which he related later in his Cronica Austriae). 

 Concerning the relation between Trinitarian theology and Aristotelian logic, I have 

shown that Ebendorfer abandoned treating the traditional question of the VGC asking “whether 

the rules of the philosophers and Aristotle regarding syllogisms are generally sufficient to the 

Catholics for syllogising in the divine”. Hence, his refusal to even include this question in his 

more mature commentary, possibly under Langenstein’s influence, denotes a lack of interest 

in the issue of solving Trinitarian paralogisms, marking the end of such a debate at Vienna. 

 Moreover, if one follows Shank’s argument that Langenstein might have abandoned his 

faith in the validity of Aristotelian logic due to its inability to convert Jews, one could also infer 

that Ebendorfer’s dropping of this topic mirrors his lack of confidence in reason’s ability to 

demonstrate the truth of the Trinity, which had to be a conceptual outcome of the 1420-1421 

pogrom. His negative stance regarding the validity of Aristotle’s logic can be justified by the 

historical context in a similar way to his post factum justification of the indemonstrability of 

the Trinity and should be seen as a significant part of the fifteenth century anti-Jewish theology. 

 Concerning the issue of forced baptism, I have analyzed a question devoted to this issue 

from an anonymous commentary on Book IV of which Ebendorfer had a copy and which he 

annotated with great interest (in ms. Wien, ÖNB, 4369, ff. 224r-405v) during his period as a 

sententiarus and in the same year that the persecutions of Jews took place, i.e. 1421. In 

responding that everyone who is baptised receives the baptismal grace, this anonymous 

question continues the VGC tradition of dealing with this subject originating in Dinkelsbühl’s 

Sentences commentary, d. 5. Yet Ebendorfer’s marginal notes prove a particular interest in this 

issue, because he adduces in the margin supplementary quotations from XIIIth and XIVth 

century theologians, amongst whom Aquinas, Durand, Landulphus and Scotus. As I have 

argued, Scotus’ legitimation of forced conversion of adult infidels could have been used at 

Vienna in support of the persecutions of the Jewish community, since the Jews, who were 

accused to be collaborating with the Hussites, were probably being seen as equally threatening 

to the Christian faith as the Hussites. 
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 It is interesting that Ebendorfer approached the topic of forced baptism of Jewish 

children in his first Lectura and the general gist of the discussion starkly inclines towards the 

idea that children of Jews should not be forcibly baptised, but some doubts are already being 

cast on this conclusion. As the anonymous author remarked, in the case of Jewish serfdom, 

authors differ in their opinions and one is left wondering to what degree the open character of 

this question played a part in the theological motivations of the forced baptism of Jews in 1420-

1421 at Vienna. 

 In trying to grasp what mechanisms lie behind Ebendorfer’s argumentation and how 

historical events can have an impact on intellectuals’ attitude towards certain topics (such as 

the indemonstrability of the Trinity), I have shown that Ebendorfer justifies his denial of a 

rational demonstration of the Trinity precisely based on the previous failed attempts to 

formulate such an efficient demonstration to the Jews. With this kind of post factum 

rationalization, the argumentation at Vienna took a circular form: the Jews had to be forcibly 

baptised because they could not be converted through reason (since the Trinity is not 

demonstrable), hence making a voluntary conversion impossible, but also – as Ebendorfer 

ended up claiming – the Trinitarian doctrine is not rationally demonstrable, since experience 

itself showed that Jews could not be convinced of this truth. The historical reality of 1420-

1421, a dark episode motivated by the impossibility of convincing Jews to convert to 

Christianity by means of reason, thus becomes an argument of authority in proving the very 

indemonstrability of the Trinity. 

 A broader conclusion of my thesis is that in order to understand the implications and 

motivations of major events in the history of the XVth century, such as the two condemnations 

at the Council of Constance and the persecutions of Jews in 1420-1421, we should look 

carefully (also) at Sentences commentaries written in Vienna, because the authors of these texts 

are keen on building mechanisms of legitimizing a certain attitude towards religious alterity. If 

in the case of the Jews, the weapons of anti-Judaism were old, the confrontation with the 

Hussites brought to Christians another type of religious enemy, closer to Christianity than Jews, 

but more dangerous since it soon grew into a greater threat to the Christian unity. Once the two 

faces of threat were seen as conspiring, the Christian reaction was explosive. 

 For a Viennese theologian who was in the middle of these events, such as Ebendorfer, 

the social and religious context has a strong reflection in his Sentences commentary. More 

precisely, we find in his commentary a defensive strategy that entails the abandonment of any 

apologetic attempt. This is supported not only by the continuation of traditional attitudes 
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towards Hussites and Jews but also by several instances such as the link between the 

impossibility of convincing Jews of the Trinity and the indemonstrability of this dogma. 

 From a larger perspective, Ebendorfer’s commentary shows that his major interest was 

his own identity and less the Other. Regarding the Hussites, the withdrawal of theology is 

visible from the vigurous defense of the Christian interpretative tradition in understanding the 

literal sense of the Bible. Regarding the Jews, the propagation of the same traditional loci and 

prejudices against Jews, even after the Jewish danger was eliminated, proves that Ebendorfer’s 

attitude proceeds from a mechanism of defending his own identity anchored in the Christian 

path, and, to continue Shank’s perspective, Ebendorfer’s critique of Aristotelian logic and his 

lack of confidence in the Aristotelian syllogistic, also suggests an inward focused attitude. The 

connections I have drawn between Ebendorfer’s stance on the indemonstrability of the Trinity 

and the events concerning Jews that took place in the same period do not describe a causal 

relation but can be seen rather as “echoes”. As E. Marmusztejn put it in a different context: 

“They can aid in our understanding, but they do not provide an explanation.”7 

 The mechanisms of this „internalist theology”, which have been put in action already 

from 1277 and grew with Rimini according to Courtenay, entails an inwardly focused attitude 

that is less preoccupied by inter-religious dialogue: “Theology as a tool for defending the faith 

and converting others was replaced by a more internal and internally consistent theological 

system.”8 The same type of theology that leaves little room for the Other seems to have been 

perpetuated at Vienna provoked by the „extraordinary defensive attitude” that contaminated 

most Viennese theologians. The academic discourse in Vienna, as Ebendorfer’s case showed, 

is a culmination of this type of theology. 

 
 
 
 

 
7 MARMURSZTEJN, “Uses and Echoes of Visigothic Conciliar Legislation in the Scholastic Controversy on Forced 
Baptism”, p. 57. 
8 COURTENAY, “Nominalism and Late Medieval Religion,” p. 58 (apud WITT, Between Faith and Knoweldge, p. 
380): “One aspect of this increase in Biblical theology and the Biblical conception of God [which he thinks is 
characteristic of ‘Ockhamism’] is that theology became less apologetic in the process. The apologetic focus of so 
much of thirteenth century theology—one thinks especially of Raymund Lull, Roger Bacon’s Opus Maius, 
Thomas’ Summa contra gentiles and Raymond Martin’s Pugio fidei—was designed to convert the Jew and the 
Moslem and reconvert the heretic. The emergence of a scientific theology that could be rationally demonstrated, 
a theology that begins with the existence and nature of God, established a common ground for dialogue between 
Christian and non-Christian. All this began to change in 1277. With the attack of the scientific nature of theology 
and the limitation of the amount of knowledge of God that could be gained through the unaided reason, theology 
as a tool for defending the faith and converting others was replaced by a more internal and internally consistent 
theological system.” 
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