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Peter of Palude and the Fiery Furnace1 

ABSTRACT:	According	to	most	medieval	thinkers,	whenever	something	causally	acts	on	

another	thing,	God	also	acts	with	it.	Durand	of	St.-Pourçain,	an	early	fourteenth-century	Do-

minican	philosopher,	disagrees.	Instead,	he	maintains	what	has	come	to	be	called	a	‘mere	

conservationist’	view,	claiming	that	created	causes	alone	are	sufficient	to	bring	about	their	

effects.	This	paper	is	about	a	fourteenth-century	objection	to	mere	conservationism,	which	

I	will	call	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection,	as	formulated	by	Durand’s	contemporary,	Peter	of	

Palude.	In	short,	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection	shows	that	if	we	test	our	theories	of	divine	

concurrence	against	a	case	that	involves	a	specific	kind	of	miracles,	then	it	turns	out	that	

mere	conservationism	is	rather	problematic.	Although	Peter	of	Palude	is	not	usually	re-

garded	as	an	overwhelmingly	original	thinker,	this	paper	calls	attention	to	one	of	his	more	

interesting	controversies	with	his	confriar,	while	also	clarifies	how	some	medieval	thinkers	

understood	the	broadly	speaking	Aristotelian	conviction	that	causes	and	effects	must	be	

necessarily	related.	
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Imagine	Norah	kindling	a	fire.	She	strikes	a	match,	places	it	on	a	piece	of	tinder.	The	

tinder	and	the	logs	burst	into	flames,	and	a	few	seconds	later	the	fire	is	cracking	in	the	fire-

place.	As	you	approach	it,	you	can	feel	its	warmth.	As	you	throw	your	newspaper	on	it,	the	

fire	ignites	the	pages.	Just	like	always;	that’s	what	fire	does.	

Now	also	imagine,	as	medieval	Jewish,	Christian,	and	Muslim	philosophers	believed,	

that	there	is	a	creator	without	whom	the	world	would	not	exist.	It’s	not	just	that	the	world	
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would	not	have	come	into	being,	but	that	it	would	not	exist	right	now.	Without	this	creator,	

there	would	be	no	heat	of	the	fire.	Indeed,	there	would	be	no	fire	to	bring	about	the	heat,	no	

Norah	to	start	the	fire,	and	also	no	matches	and	tinder	to	start	the	fire	with.	If	the	creator	

wants	Norah,	the	matches,	the	tinder,	the	fire,	and	the	heat	to	exist,	they	exist;	if	the	creator	

does	not	want	them	to	exist,	they	do	not.	In	this	case,	you	might	ask:	who	did	really	bring	

about	the	fire?	Was	it	Norah,	by	kindling	it?	Or	was	it	this	creator,	by	willing	it	to	exist?	Or	

perhaps	both?	

This	cluster	of	problems	is	usually	called	‘the	problem	of	divine	concurrence,’	which	

can	also	be	regarded	as	a	thought	experiment	on	the	assumption	that	God	exists	and	is	the	

creator	and	sustainer	of	the	universe.2	If	God	causes	the	world	to	exist,	is	God	also	active	in	

every	causal	operation	in	it?	Is	it	meaningful	to	say	in	this	case	that	the	fire	causes	the	heat?	

There	are,	roughly	speaking,	three	ways	to	answer	these	questions.	First,	you	might	think	

that	if	there	were	such	a	God,	then	the	fire	indeed	would	not	bring	about	anything,	strictly	

speaking	—	and	in	this	case,	you	would	be	an	occasionalist,	sharing	a	view	with	some	medi-

eval	Islamic	theologians	(and	later	perhaps	Malebranche).	Second,	on	the	contrary,	you	

may	opt	to	argue	that	if	there	were	such	a	God	who	created	such	a	world	as	we	live	in,	then	

this	God	would	not	contribute	to	the	causal	operations	of	the	created	world	—	and	in	this	

case,	you	would	be	a	mere	conservationist,	sharing	a	view	with	only	a	few	medieval	think-

ers.	And	third,	if	you	are	unsatisfied	with	either	of	the	previous	options,	and	say	that	if	

there	were	such	a	God	who	created	such	a	world	as	we	live	in,	then	both	God	and	things	in	

the	world	would	be	causally	active	—	then	you	are	a	concurrentist,	sharing	the	“standard”	

medieval	view,	that	of	Thomas	Aquinas,	John	Duns	Scotus,	William	Ockham,	and	many	oth-

ers.	
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This	paper	is	about	a	fourteenth-century	objection	to	mere	conservationism,	which	I	

will	call	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection.	In	short,	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection	shows	that	if	we	

test	our	theories	of	divine	concurrence	against	a	case	that	involves	a	specific	kind	of	mira-

cles	(more	about	this	later),	then	it	turns	out	that	mere	conservationism	is	rather	problem-

atic.	The	objection	was	originally	formulated	against	the	mere	conservationist	view	of	Du-

rand	of	St.-Pourçain	(c.	1275—1334),	a	Dominican	thinker	at	the	University	of	Paris,	who	

became	mostly	known	for	his	sometimes	ardent	criticism	of	Aquinas,	resulting	in	several	

investigations	about	the	orthodoxy	of	his	teachings.3	In	section	1,	I	provide	some	back-

ground	to	mere	conservationism	in	general,	and	examine	some	motivations	to	endorse	the	

view	as	it	was	put	forward	by	Durand	(Durand’s	Dilemma).	In	section	2,	I	show	how	the	

Fiery	Furnace	objection	was	originally	formulated	by	Durand’s	contemporary,	Peter	of	

Palude	(c.	1275—1342).	Peter	was	also	a	Dominican,	who	was	first	noticed	in	the	twentieth	

century	precisely	because	of	his	close	connection	to	Durand,	even	though	he	was	also	in-

volved	in	the	investigations	against	his	confriar.4	Peter	often	defends	Aquinas’s	views	

against	Durand’s	criticism,	and	the	present	case	is	no	exception.	I	examine	the	premises	of	

Peter’s	Fiery	Furnace	objection,	and	show	why	they	may	be	regarded	as	plausible	within	

the	medieval	framework.	Finally,	in	section	3,	I	present	Peter’s	solution	to	the	problem	of	

divine	concurrence,	and	show	why	it	is	immune	both	to	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection	and	to	

Durand’s	Dilemma.5	While	Peter’s	treatment	of	the	problem	of	concurrence	is	far	from	de-

tailed,	it	contains,	I	show,	one	of	his	more	interesting	controversies	with	his	contemporary.	

This	controversy	also	sheds	some	light	on	the	question	of	how	some	medieval	thinkers	un-

derstood	the	broadly	speaking	Aristotelian	conviction	that	causes	and	effects	must	be	nec-

essarily	related.	
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1. Durand’s Dilemma 

Before	getting	to	the	problem	of	divine	concurrence	in	particular,	some	more	general	

terminological	remarks	are	in	order.	Most	medieval	theories	of	divine	concurrence	are	for-

mulated	in	an	Aristotelian	framework.	By	‘cause,’	unless	otherwise	noted,	I	mean	an	effi-

cient	cause,	that	is,	an	agent	that	brings	about	an	effect	by	a	transeunt	action	(i.e.,	an	action	

that	originates	from	one	thing	and	results	in	another).	According	to	Aristotle	and	most	me-

dieval	thinkers,	causes	act	in	virtue	of	their	causal	powers,	which	powers	are	strongly	re-

lated	to	(“flow	from”)	their	essence.	As	will	be	seen	later	in	more	detail,	Aristotelian	ac-

counts	in	general	also	maintain	that	there	is	some	kind	of	a	necessary	connection	between	

causes	and	effects;	the	fire	can	explain	the	heating	of	the	pot	placed	on	it	only	because	fire	

always	and	necessarily	heats	in	appropriate	circumstances.6	

Causes	might	be	divided	into	partial	and	total	causes;	while	a	partial	cause	brings	

about	only	one	part	of	the	effect,	a	total	cause	brings	the	effect	about	in	its	entirety.	Causes	

might	be	also	divided	into	immediate	and	mediate	causes;	although	the	meaning	of	‘imme-

diate	cause’	slightly	varies	from	author	to	author,	in	general	an	immediate	cause	is	some-

thing	that	does	not	produce	its	effect	by	means	of	anything	else,	while	a	mediate	cause	

does.	Finally,	by	‘secondary	cause’	our	authors	usually	mean	any	created	cause	—	that	is,	

any	cause	except	God.	

Given	these	preliminary	distinctions,	the	problem	of	divine	concurrence,	to	which	

mere	conservationism	is	one	possible	answer,	derives	from	three	claims,	which	seem	to	be	

individually	plausible	and	jointly	inconsistent:	

1. Created	beings,	such	as	stones,	fire,	etc.,	are	immediate	and	total	causes	of	things.	
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2. God	is	the	immediate	and	total	cause	of	every	created	being.	

3. Things	cannot	have	more	than	one	immediate	and	total	cause.	

As	was	mentioned	above,	there	are	three	main	positions	one	can	take	to	avoid	the	

seemingly	arising	inconsistency,	with	remarkable	variety	within	these	views	themselves.	

On	the	one	end	of	the	spectrum,	occasionalism,	denying	(1)	above.7	On	the	other	end	of	the	

spectrum,	mere	conservationism,	denying	(2),	or	at	least	some	version	of	it.	Mere	conserva-

tionism	thus	agrees	with	its	alternatives	that	God	created	and	conserves	the	world;	but	de-

nies	that	God	is	causally	active	in	the	world’s	operations.	And	in	the	middle,	concurrentism,	

the	“standard”	view	at	least	among	medieval	philosophers	in	the	West,	itself	ranging	over	

quite	a	wide	spectrum,	according	to	which	both	secondary	causes	and	God	are	immediate	

causes	of	the	secondary	effects	(thus	denying	[3],	or	at	least	some	version	of	it).8	

Mere	conservationism,	despite	its	seeming	plausibility,	was	a	minority	view	in	the	me-

dieval	period.	Durand	of	St.-Pourçain	was	probably	the	most	famous	medieval	mere	con-

servationist,	and	the	only	one	mentioned	by	name	by	many	medieval,	early	modern,	and	

contemporary	scholars	alike.9	He	works	out	the	view	in	considerable	detail,	even	though	

the	majority	of	this	discussion	is	targeting	specific	alternative	positions	(most	notably	

those	of	Aquinas	and	Giles	of	Rome),	which	I	will	not	consider	in	detail	here.10	

Durand’s	motivation	to	endorse	mere	conservationism	is	that	he	finds	both	of	the	al-

ternative	positions	unsatisfactory.	First,	agreeing	with	most	medieval	thinkers	in	the	Latin	

West,	he	thinks	that	occasionalism	cannot	account	well	for	sense	experience.11	According	to	

these	thinkers,	and	arguably	Aristotle,	we	do	experience	causal	actions	in	the	world	—	for	

instance,	when	we	feel	the	warmth	of	the	fire,	we	do	so	because	the	fire	is	causally	acting	

on	our	senses.12		



 

6 

Second,	Durand	also	thinks	that	the	concurrentist	view	is	untenable;	let’s	call	his	argu-

ment	for	this	claim	Durand’s	Dilemma.	Intuitively,	Durand’s	dilemma	highlights	the	meta-

physical	difficulty	of	maintaining	that	one	effect	had	two,	very	different	total	causes,	and	

also	the	fact	that	we	call	something	a	‘proper	effect’	of	a	cause	precisely	because	it	requires	

no	additional	input	from	another	agent.	More	specifically,	Durand’s	Dilemma	considers	the	

actions	of	God	and	the	secondary	agent	in	an	instance	of	natural	causation,	for	example	

when	fire	produces	heat.	According	to	the	concurrentist,	it	is	not	just	the	fire	that	performs	

the	productive	action	but	God	as	well.	But,	asks	Durand’s	Dilemma,	are	God’s	and	the	fire’s	

action	numerically	identical,	or	are	they	numerically	different?	According	to	Durand’s	Di-

lemma,	neither	of	these	options	is	satisfactory,	and	hence	concurrentism	is	false.	

According	to	the	first	horn	of	Durand’s	Dilemma,	God’s	concurring	action	would	be	

identical	with	the	fire’s	action,	but	this	cannot	be	the	case	because	they	do	not	have	numer-

ically	the	same	power.	Durand	offers	some	examples	where	two	things	cause	a	third	one	by	

the	same	action:	it	can	either	happen	when	one	of	them	is	only	a	mediate	cause,	or	when	

they	are	causing	the	thing	imperfectly,	or,	in	the	exceptional	case	of	the	Father	and	the	Son	

producing	(“spirating”)	the	Holy	Spirit,	when	they	have	numerically	the	same	power.	As	

Durand	notes,	however,	we	cannot	easily	imagine	any	scenarios	where	both	causes	are	im-

mediate	and	perfect	causes	of	the	effect	by	the	same	action,	while	having	different	powers	

—	which	is	precisely	how	God	and	the	fire	are	supposed	to	produce	heat	if	the	concur-

rentist	has	it	right.13		

According	to	the	second	horn	of	Durand’s	Dilemma,	God	and	the	fire	would	act	with	

numerically	different	actions,	but	Durand	shows	that	this	is	not	plausible	either.	For	

whether	these	actions	are	simultaneous	or	successive,	one	of	them	would	be	superfluous.	
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Let’s	assume,	for	instance,	that	the	fire	produces	the	heat	before	God	produces	it.	In	this	

case,	it	seems	that	God	does	not	really	contribute	anything,	since	the	heat	had	already	been	

produced	by	the	time	God	started	to	act.	A	parallel	reasoning	would	apply	if	God	had	pro-

duced	the	heat	before	the	fire	did.	As	Durand	notes,	however,	the	concurrentist	is	not	bet-

ter	off	if	she	thinks	that	God	and	the	fire	act	at	the	same	time.	In	that	case,	since	the	concur-

rentist	would	like	to	maintain	that	each	is	a	total	cause,	she	will	have	to	maintain	that	each	

produces	the	whole	heat	--	which	seems	absurd	since	we	are	only	interested	in	the	produc-

tion	of	one	heat	and	not	two.14	

All	in	all,	Durand’s	Dilemma	is	meant	to	establish	that	the	concurrentist	position,	es-

pecially	as	understood	by	some	of	Durand’s	contemporaries,	is	false.	And	since	Durand	had	

already	rejected	occasionalism,	he	concludes	that	God	is	not	immediately	active	in	every	

action	of	a	creature,	but	merely	conserves	these	creatures	and	their	powers.	

Durand’s	position	might	seem	plausible:	it	is	theoretically	more	simple	than	any	ver-

sion	of	the	concurrentist	view,	while,	unlike	occasionalism,	preserves	genuine	causation	in	

nature.	Despite	this,	however,	the	mere	conservationist	view	remained	quite	controversial	

in	Durand’s	time.15	I	turn	now	to	examine	why	this	is	the	case,	based	on	an	objection	for-

mulated	by	his	contemporary	and	confriar,	Peter	of	Palude.	

	

2. The Fiery Furnace 

I	do	not	aim	to	settle	the	issue	of	Peter's	somewhat	controversial	reception	here,	

mostly	stemming	from	his	abundant	verbatim	borrowings	from	Durand’s	work.16	I	will,	in-

stead,	merely	look	at	one	of	his	arguments	against	Durand	which,	I	argue,	may	lead	us	to	a	

better	understanding	of	the	medieval	resistance	to	mere	conservationism	in	general.	
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The	objection,	call	it	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection,	is	directed	against	mere	conserva-

tionism	as	such.	It	is	worth	citing	in	Peter’s	original	formulation:	

In	the	furnace	the	young	men	[were	thrown	in],	the	fire	was	conserved	in	its	be-

ing	and	in	its	active	power,	but	it	did	not	act,	because	God	did	not	act	with	it;	

therefore,	fire	with	heat	is	not	a	sufficient	cause	of	heating,	because	when	it	is	

posited	the	effect	does	not	follow	—	and	the	same	will	be	the	case	after	the	day	of	

judgment.	If	you	say	that	fire	is	a	sufficient	cause	unless	there	is	an	impediment,	I	

ask:	in	what	way	was	the	fire	impeded?	It	was	impeded	either	by	the	addition	of	

an	action	or	the	subtraction	of	it.	Not	by	addition,	because	there	was	nothing	

added	to	the	fire,	since	it	burned	the	soldiers	and	the	cloths	of	the	children	…	and	

there	was	also	nothing	shielding	them,	such	as	some	coldness.17	

Thus,	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection	asks	us	to	consider	a	test-case	when	examining	the-

ories	of	divine	concurrence.	According	to	the	objection,	not	all	these	theories	can	account	

well	for	this	test-case,	and	thus	if	one	wants	to	maintain	that	the	test-case	is	at	least	meta-

physically	possible,	then	one	has	to	be	careful	not	to	adopt	a	theory	on	which	it	would	turn	

out	to	be	impossible.	More	precisely,	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection	seems	to	argue	as	follows:	

(1)	Miracles	such	as	the	three	young	men	not	burning	in	the	fiery	furnace	are	possi-

ble;	

(2)	If	mere	conservationism	were	true,	these	miracles	would	not	be	possible;	

∴	Therefore,	mere	conservationism	is	false.	

The	test-case	referred	to	by	the	first	premise	of	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection	is	—	not	

surprisingly	—	the	story	of	the	three	young	men	(Shadrach,	Mishach,	and	Abednego)	not	

burning	in	Nebuchadnezzar’s	fiery	furnace.	The	story	is	reported	in	the	book	of	Daniel,	and	
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is	worth	quoting	in	its	entirety	since	it	contains	a	few	interesting	details	that	play	some	

part	in	Peter’s	argument.	

[Nebuchadnezzar]	ordered	the	furnace	heated	seven	times	more	than	it	was	usu-

ally	heated.	And	he	ordered	some	of	the	mighty	men	of	his	army	to	bind	Shadrach,	

Meshach,	and	Abednego,	and	to	cast	them	into	the	burning	fiery	furnace.	Then	

these	men	were	bound	in	their	cloaks	…	and	they	were	thrown	into	the	burning	

fiery	furnace.	...	The	flame	of	the	fire	killed	those	men	who	took	up	Shadrach,	Me-

shach,	and	Abednego.	And	these	three	men,	Shadrach,	Meshach,	and	Abednego,	

fell	bound	into	the	burning	fiery	furnace.	...	Then	Shadrach,	Meshach,	and	Abed-

nego	came	out	from	the	fire	...	the	fire	had	not	had	any	power	over	the	bodies	of	

those	men.	The	hair	of	their	heads	was	not	singed,	their	cloaks	were	not	harmed,	

and	no	smell	of	fire	had	come	upon	them.18	

There	are	a	few	points	to	note	about	this	story.	First,	according	to	the	report,	there	

was	a	natural	substance,	fire,	having	its	characteristic	causal	powers.	The	causal	powers	of	

the	fire	were	active	and	exercised,	since	the	soldiers	were	burned	by	it	—	and	so	were,	ac-

cording	to	Peter’s	reconstruction,	all	the	garments	of	the	three	young	men	except	their	

cloaks.	At	the	same	time,	however,	the	fire	did	not	bring	about	its	characteristic	effect	on	

the	three	young	men,	even	though	it	seems	that	they	were	just	as	well	disposed	to	receive	

this	effect	as	the	other	objects	present.	

Second,	this	miracle	belongs	to	a	host	of	others	of	the	same	kind,	the	kind	that	is	usu-

ally	called	miracles	contra	naturam,	that	is,	miracles	against	nature.	In	miracles	contra	nat-

uram,	“nature	retains	a	disposition	contrary	to	the	effect	produced	by	God,”19	that	is,	there	
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is	an	object	that	keeps	its	nature	with	its	causal	powers,	nevertheless	God	produces	some-

thing	that	is	the	opposite	of	the	usual	effect	of	these	same	powers.	For	instance,	when	

Joshua	stopped	the	Jordan	river	(Josh.	3.),	the	river	did	not	flow	even	though	it	kept	its	

weight	as	was	manifest	when	it	flooded	the	surrounding	lands.	Peter’s	objection	suggests	

that	this	is	what	Durand	cannot	consistently	account	for,	while	he	himself	can.	

Finally,	it	should	be	emphasized	that	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection,	as	Peter	formulates	

it,	does	not	require	that	such	miracles	have	ever	actually	taken	place	but	only	that	they	are	

at	least	metaphysically	possible.	For	according	to	most	classical	accounts	of	divine	omnipo-

tence,	God’s	power	is	limited	by	the	law	of	non-contradiction;	hence,	if	the	story	of	Nebu-

chadnezzar’s	fire	does	involve	a	contradiction,	then	not	even	God	has	the	power	to	bring	it	

about	even	in	principle.20	

Why	does	Peter	think	that	Durand	cannot	account	for	the	logical	possibility	of	such	

miracles?	Unfortunately,	Peter	says	nothing	more.	But	perhaps	what	he	might	have	said	is	

connected	to	another	important	feature	of	broadly	speaking	Aristotelian	accounts	of	causa-

tion:	that	causes	and	their	effects	are	necessarily	related.	Although	Aristotle	himself	rarely	

expounds	on	the	necessary	connection	between	causes	and	effects,21	it	is	usually	agreed	

that	Aristotelians	do	require	some	form	of	it.	For	instance,	when	Al-Ghazali,	an	eleventh-

century	Islamic	thinker	usually	associated	with	occasionalism,	argues	against	Avicennean	

necessitism	(which	in	turn	originates	from	Aristotle),	he	titles	the	discussion	as	“Refutation	

of	Their	Belief	in	the	Impossibility	of	a	Departure	from	the	Natural	Course	of	Events,”	and	

shows	that	“the	connection	between	what	are	believed	to	be	the	cause	and	the	effect	is	not	

necessary.”22	
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This	commitment	to	necessary	connection	is	even	more	explicit	in	some	Neo-Aristote-

lian	accounts	of	causation.	A	telling	example	is	Edward	Madden’s	now	classical	formulation	

of	it:	

If	a	man	falls	into	a	fiery	furnace,	is	it	necessary	that	he	be	incinerated?	...	It	cer-

tainly	seems	so.	…	To	deny	the	heat	while	keeping	the	other	properties	plus	the	na-

ture	of	fire	that	helps	explain	them	all	is	to	land	oneself	in	a	straightforward	self-in-

consistency.23	

Madden’s	claim	is	that	if	it	were	possible	that	the	fire	exercised	its	causal	power	and	

yet	no	heat	was	produced	in	a	well-disposed	recipient,	that	would	mean	that	the	fire	had	no	

nature	of	fire	and	was	not	really	fire,	after	all.		

Thus,	according	to	this	view,	the	connection	between	an	object	and	the	manifestation	

of	its	powers	in	appropriate	circumstances	is	necessary	(this	necessity	being	of	the	meta-

physical	sort);	without	this	necessity	our	scientific	explanations	and	causal	explanations	in	

general	would	not	make	sense.	Causal	powers	are	explanatory	precisely	because	they	ne-

cessitate	their	effects.	As	Madden	suggests,	without	this	necessity	there	would	be	just	no	

explaining	in	causal	explanations.24	

Most	medieval	Aristotelians	also	adhered	to	some	form	of	such	powers-necessitism;	

but	as	is	easy	to	see	from	the	above,	the	theistic	context	presented	a	special	problem.	Ac-

cording	to	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection,	mere	conservationism	cannot	avoid	this	problem,	

that	is,	cannot	maintain,	on	the	one	hand,	a	necessary	connection	between	cause	and	effect	

and	also	maintain,	on	the	other	hand,	the	metaphysical	possibility	of	contra	naturam	mira-

cles.	The	reason	for	this	is	the	mere	conservationist’s	claim	that	“fire	is	a	sufficient	cause	of	

heat,”	from	which	it	follows	that	if	there	is	a	fire,	it	is	sufficient	to	bring	about	the	burning.	
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That	the	mere	conservationist	cannot	reconcile	the	necessary	connection	requirement	

with	the	possibility	of	contra	naturam	miracles	can	be	seen	by	positing	one	of	the	two	re-

quirements	and	arriving	at	a	denial	of	the	other.	First,	imagine	that	the	story	of	Nebuchad-

nezzar’s	fiery	furnace	could	possibly	be	true.	Since	according	to	the	mere	conservationist,	

fire	and	some	properly	disposed	patients	are	the	only	relevant	causes	of	heat,	and	since	the	

fire	and	the	properly	disposed	patients	are	the	same	in	a	normal	fire	and	in	the	fiery	fur-

nace,	the	only	difference	between	the	two	is	that	the	former	brings	about	the	heat	while	the	

latter	does	not,	which	means	that	we	need	to	deny	the	necessary	connection	between	fire	

and	burning.	

Second,	suppose	that	causes	necessarily	bring	about	their	effects;	whenever	there	is	

fire,	there	is	also	heat,	just	as	Madden	described	above.	But	Madden’s	above-quoted	exam-

ple	about	the	fiery	furnace	is	provocative	precisely	because	he	claims	that	in	a	power-based	

account	of	causation,	a	fiery	furnace	without	burning	is	in	principle	impossible,	which	

means	that	we	need	to	deny	the	metaphysical	possibility	of	miracles	contra	naturam.		

None	of	these	options	were	satisfactory	for	most	medieval	thinkers,	however,	who	

had	independent	reasons	to	endorse	both	Aristotle’s	notion	of	causal	powers	requiring	

some	necessary	connection,	and	the	possibility	of	miracles	against	nature	where	this	con-

nection	seems	to	have	been	violated.	And	as	Peter	concludes,	these	considerations	should	

lead	one	to	reject	Durand’s	position.	

At	this	point,	a	friend	of	Durand	may	object.	For	it	seems	that	the	case	of	the	Fiery	Fur-

nace	is	indeed	easy	to	solve	if	we	maintain	that	there	was	no	real	fire	there	to	start	with.25	

According	to	this	view	(call	it	the	Easy	solution),	it	was	not	the	non-burning	of	the	three	

young	men	that	was	miraculous,	but	rather	the	burning	of	the	soldiers	and	cloaks,	which	
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nevertheless	God	could	have	achieved	by	some	direct,	special	divine	action.	In	this	way,	

nothing	endangers	the	necessary	connection	between	fire	and	burning,	and	at	the	same	

time	nothing	pushes	one	to	say	that	God	is	causally	active	in	every	interaction	between	cre-

ated	things.	

While	it	is	true	that	the	Easy	solution	can	account	for	some	version	of	the	Fiery	fur-

nace	story	(albeit	the	biblical	version	is	explicit	that	the	fire	was	present),	it	is	in	some	way	

too	easy.	First,	as	Durand	and	Peter	could	remark,	such	a	description	of	the	story	is	some-

what	ad	hoc	and	more	complicated	than	necessary.	The	fire	did	not	just	appear	out	of	no-

where;	it	was	built	by	the	soldiers.	Thus,	the	Easy	solution	requires	at	least	three	divine	ac-

tions:	the	first	one	to	prevent	the	successful	building	of	the	fire;	the	second	one	to	maintain	

the	appearance	of	the	fire;	and	the	third	one	to	produce	the	burning	on	the	soldiers	and	

cloaks.	While	this	may	not	be	a	decisive	argument	against	the	Easy	solution,	it	will	likely	

make	it	less	credible.	But	a	more	important	problem	is	that	while	the	Easy	solution	can	

save	the	particular	phenomena	in	the	Fiery	Furnace	story,	it	cannot	be	applied	to	every	

miracle	contra	naturam,	and	it	arguably	negates	the	possibility	of	contra	naturam	miracles	

altogether.	For	while	it	can	maintain	that	an	appearance	of	a	thing	is	compossible	with	the	

lack	of	its	usual	effect,	it	does	not	seem	to	be	able	to	maintain	that	the	thing	itself	(fire,	in	

this	case)	is	so	compossible.	Whereas	this	may	not	be	an	unbitable	bullet	for	the	modern	

reader,	it	would	have	been	for	most	medieval	ones.26	

Durand,	however,	may	retort	with	another	proposal,	which,	in	fact,	is	reflected	in	Pe-

ter’s	text:	“the	angel	of	the	Lord	turned	the	middle	of	the	furnace	into	something	like	a	

wind,	a	blowing	of	moisture.”27	Call	this	proposal	the	Mask	solution.	According	to	the	Mask	

solution,	since	even	according	to	the	Aristotelian,	a	cause	fails	to	produce	its	effect	if	there	
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is	a	mask	blocking	its	action,	to	save	Shadrach,	Meshach,	and	Abednego	from	burning,	it	is	

enough	to	say	that	some	mask	blocked	the	fire’s	heat.	Even	though	it	was	impossible	for	

God	to	merely	will	efficaciously	that	the	fire	did	not	produce	its	heat,	God	could	have	placed	

some	kind	of	a	shield	(an	invisible	asbestos	suit?)	between	the	fire	and	the	three	young	

men,	blocking	the	manifestation	of	the	fire’s	power	(see	figure	1).28		

Given	that	Peter	himself	alludes	to	such	a	solution	on	behalf	of	the	mere	conservation-

ist,	why	does	he	think	that	it	ultimately	fails?	Unfortunately	Peter	does	not	spell	out	what	

he	sees	problematic,	apart	from	noting	that	the	Bible	only	refers	to	such	a	mask	as	a	meta-

phor.	But	perhaps	Peter’s	response	can	be	strengthened	by	referring	to	some	aspects	of	di-

vine	omnipotence	as	it	had	been	understood	since	the	early	medieval	period.	There	is	a	

more	general	and	a	more	specific	problem	arising	from	the	Mask	solution	as	combined	with	

this	understanding.	

Concerning	the	general	problem,	according	to	the	Mask	solution,	God	counteracts	the	

action	of	the	fire	in	the	fiery	furnace,	which	fire	and	action	God	also	keeps	in	existence.	But	
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according	to	many	classical	theists,	including	some	medieval	theologians,	this	picture	is	

misleading	or	even	contradictory.	Blocking	a	power	that	God	also	keeps	in	existence	would	

mean	that	God	acts	with	two	contrary	actions	at	the	same	time	on	the	same	creature,	which	

seems	to	entail	a	practical	contradiction	and	thus	surpasses	even	divine	power.29	Or,	as	Al-

fred	Freddoso	has	once	summarized,	“God	does	not	have	to	counteract	His	creatures	from	

without	in	order	to	make	them	do	His	bidding;	He	does	not	have	to	vie	with	them	in	order	

to	exercise	control	over	them.	Rather,	He	controls	them	from	within	as	their	sovereign	cre-

ator	and	governor.”30	Thus,	as	some	theists	would	insist,	there	is	at	least	a	prima	facie	ten-

sion	between	saying	that	God	created	the	world	ex	nihilo,	keeps	it	in	existence,	and	yet	also	

maintaining	that	the	world	has	such	autonomous	powers	independent	from	God	that	God	

needs	to	counteract	their	exercise.	Peter	may	think	then	that	the	mere	conservationist,	

when	employing	the	Mask	solution,	cannot	maintain	that	God	is	a	sovereign	governor	of	

creatures.	

There	is	also	a	more	specific	although	not	independent	problem	with	the	Mask	solu-

tion.	According	to	most	medieval	thinkers,	God’s	omnipotence	means	that	God	can	bring	

about	anything	that	does	not	imply	a	contradiction,	and	consequently,	“whatever	God	can	

effect	by	the	mediation	of	an	efficient	cause,	God	can	also	effect	by	himself	immediately.”31	

Call	this	principle	the	Principle	of	Omnipotence.	The	Principle	of	Omnipotence,	if	true,	

should	also	be	applicable	in	the	case	of	the	fiery	furnace	and	the	Mask	solution.	That	is,	if	

God	can	block	the	heat	of	the	fiery	furnace	from	the	three	young	men	by	the	mediation	of	

an	asbestos	suit,	then	according	to	the	Principle	of	Omnipotence,	God	must	also	be	able	to	

block	it	without	such	a	mediation,	immediately.	Which	is	to	say	that	if	the	mask	solution	

works,	then	it	is	not	needed.	
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(Durand	could	maintain	that	God	can	annihilate	the	fire’s	action	directly	because	it	

has	independent	ontological	status,	which	would	guarantee	that	it	can	be	annihilated	while	

everything	else	is	being	kept	intact.	Durand,	however,	does	not	adhere	to	such	a	robust	

view	of	actions	but	instead	holds	that	actions	are	nothing	over	and	above	the	change	of	

quality	in	the	agent	and	the	patient.32)	

All	in	all,	in	the	present	reconstruction,	one	might	summarize	Peter	of	Palude’s	Fiery	

Furnace	objection	as	follows:	

1. Miracles	contra	naturam	are	possible.	[Assumption]	

2. The	Principle	of	Omnipotence	is	true:	if	God	can	do	something	by	the	mediation	

of	secondary	causes,	God	can	do	the	same	without	their	mediation.	[Assumption]	

3. If	mere	conservationism	is	true,	then	if	miracles	against	nature	are	possible,	then	

God	can	bring	them	about	by	the	mediation	of	a	mask	but	not	without	their	mediation.	

[Premise;	justified	by	the	necessary	connection	requirement]	

4. If	mere	conservationism	is	true,	then	if	miracles	against	nature	are	possible,	then	

the	Principle	of	Omnipotence	is	false.	[from	2	and	3]	

5. If	mere	conservationism	is	true,	then	either	miracles	against	nature	are	not	possi-

ble,	or	the	Principle	of	Omnipotence	is	false.	

6. Therefore,	mere	conservationism	is	false.	[from	1,	2,	5]	

Whether	one	finds	this	argument	convincing	will,	of	course,	turn	on	two	things:	

whether	one	finds	the	assumptions	plausible,	and	whether	one	thinks	that	there	is	any	al-

ternative	to	mere	conservationism	that	could	avoid	the	difficulty	raised	by	the	Fiery	Fur-

nace	objection.	Peter	of	Palude	does	not	argue	for	the	possibility	of	miracles	contra	natu-

ram,	that	is,	that	they	do	provide	a	test-case	that	we	should	pay	attention	to.	Nor	does	he	
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argue	for	the	Principle	of	Omnipotence	or	for	the	necessary	connection	requirement.	In-

deed,	he	takes	these	claims	for	granted,	or	as	part	of	the	“standard”	theistic	Aristotelian	

framework.	Now	I	turn	to	this	standard	medieval	account	of	divine	concurrence	that	Peter	

endorses,	and	examine	how	it	fares	in	light	of	the	Fiery	Furnace	and	Durand’s	Dilemma.	

	

3. Peter of Palude and the Fiery Furnace 

Peter	of	Palude,	in	contrast	to	Durand,	agrees	with	Aquinas	that	“God	effects	every-

thing	immediately,	and	that	particular	things	have	proper	operations	by	which	they	are	the	

proximate	causes	of	things.”33	This	space	will	not	allow	me	to	present	Peter's	view	in	its	en-

tirety;	instead,	first,	I	provide	some	motivation	why	someone	would	endorse	such	a	seem-

ingly	complicated	position	(independently	of	the	motivation	we	already	have,	namely	that	

one	of	the	alternatives	does	not	work).	Second,	I	examine	whether	Peter’s	position	fares	

any	better	than	its	alternative	with	respect	to	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection.	Finally,	as	I	

started	this	paper	with	Durand’s	Dilemma	against	the	concurrentist	position,	I	must	say	

something	about	how	Peter	might	answer	it.	

Since	the	aim	of	Peter’s	treatise	in	this	part	of	his	Sentences	commentary	seems	to	be	

to	defend	Aquinas’s	view	of	divine	concurrence,	we	might	see	a	motivation	to	endorse	a	

form	of	concurrentism	by	looking	at	one	of	Aquinas’s	arguments	for	it.34	Aquinas’s	argu-

ment	relies	on	the	distinction	between	principal	and	instrumental	causes,	a	standard	dis-

tinction	in	medieval	accounts	of	causation.	For	Aquinas	(and	Aristotle	as	well),	for	every	

cause	there	is	a	proportionate	effect	of	which	the	cause	is	a	proper,	principal	cause.	In	

cases,	however,	where	the	effect	is	higher	(more	excellent,	more	actual)	than	the	cause’s	

ability	would	enable	it	to	be,	the	cause	must	operate	as	an	instrument	of	a	higher	principal	
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cause.	For	instance,	a	marker	is	perfectly	capable	of	bringing	about	some	blue	ink	marks,	

but	in	order	for	it	to	cause	a	meaningful	sentence,	it	must	operate	as	an	instrument	of	a	

higher	cause	—	a	person	writing.	

Some	concurrentists,	including	Aquinas	and	Peter,	think	that	we	can	understand	crea-

turely	and	divine	action	in	terms	of	instrumental	and	principal	causes,	respectively.	Since	

every	effect	surpasses	the	ability	of	created	causes,	all	created	causes	require	a	higher,	un-

created	cause,	of	which	the	secondary	causes	are	mere	instruments.	Effects	surpass	the	

ability	of	created	causes	because	they	are	new	beings	(whether	substantial	or	accidental),	

where	there	was	no	being	before,	and	thus	require	a	cause	that	can	create.	But	creating	or	

bringing	a	new	being	into	existence	requires	an	agent	that	surpasses	every	species	(since	

its	effect	surpasses	every	species	as	well),	and	the	only	agent	that	meets	this	requirement	is	

God.35	

Consequently,	Aquinas	and	Peter	endorse	a	form	of	concurrentism	according	to	which	

secondary	causes	require	God	as	a	principal	cause	in	the	same	way	as	the	marker	requires	

me	when	writing	a	sentence.	When	Norah	is	kindling	the	fire,	God	(1)	creates	Norah	(or	di-

rectly	contributes	to	Norah’s	creation)	and	her	active	powers,	together	with	the	active	

powers	of	the	match	and	all	required	instruments;	(2)	maintains	Norah	and	the	match	in	

existence	during	the	kindling;	(3)	applies	the	lighting	power	of	the	match,	that	is,	brings	

about	that	these	powers	become	activated;	and	(4)	acts	as	a	principal	cause	of	the	fire’s	

generation,	since	bringing	about	the	fire,	a	new	substance,	exceeds	the	power	of	created	

causes.	

Again,	there	are	many	details	to	work	out	in	such	an	account.	Some	might	doubt	

whether	it	leaves	enough	space	for	creaturely	causation	(not	to	mention	free	will),	and	it	



 

19 

should	also	be	noted	that	not	everyone	spells	out	divine	concurrence	in	terms	of	instru-

mental	and	principal	causes.36	One	might	also	object	by	denying	the	minor	premise	of	the	

argument	for	concurrentism,	saying	namely	that	the	match	is	a	sufficient	cause	of	fire;	but	

again,	that	is	precisely	what	Durand	would	say,	and	as	was	seen	above,	Durand’s	account	is	

difficult	to	maintain	due	to	the	Fiery	Furnace	objection.	I	show	now	how	Peter’s	view	might	

escape	these	difficulties.	

According	to	Peter’s	view,	in	every	instance	of	natural	causation,	God	acts	both	on	the	

secondary	agent	and	on	the	secondary	effect:	when	fire	produces	some	heat,	God	contrib-

utes	both	to	the	fire’s	action	(by	activating	its	power),	and	to	the	coming	to	be	of	the	heat	

(by	giving	it	existence	in	general).37	But	if	this	is	the	case,	it	is	easy	to	see	how	Peter	might	

reconcile	the	necessary	connection	requirement	with	contra	naturam	miracle	cases,	with-

out	violating	the	Principle	of	Omnipotence.	



 

20 

To	avoid	the	contradiction	faced	by	Durand,	Peter	can	maintain	that	in	the	case	of	the	

fiery	furnace	and	the	three	young	men,	God	exercised	the	concurring	action	on	the	fire	and	

on	the	soldiers,	and	by	this	divine	concurrence	together	with	the	fire’s	causal	power	the	

soldiers	got	incinerated.	At	the	same	time,	however,	God	suspended	the	concurring	action	

on	the	three	young	men,	and	consequently	the	three	young	men	could	not	exercise	their	

passive	powers	that	would	have	been	necessary	to	receive	the	fire’s	heat	—	whence	the	fire	

did	not	affect	them	(see	figure	2).	

What	can	Peter	say	about	the	necessary	connection	between	causes	and	effects?	Pe-

ter’s	account	implies	that	it	is	a	conditional	one:	provided	God’s	general	concurrence,	the	

connection	between	cause	and	effect	is	metaphysically	necessary.	It	is	not	absolutely	so,	

since	God	can	bring	about,	by	suspending	divine	concurrence,	that	the	effect	does	not	occur	

even	though	the	cause	had	its	causal	power	and	the	right	circumstances	for	its	exercise.	

Whenever	the	fire	is	active,	and	God	is	concurring,	then	the	burning	necessarily	follows;	if	

one	of	these	is	missing,	then	it	does	not.	

One	might	object	here	that	this	would	hardly	satisfy	Madden’s	criterion	for	scientific	

explanation:	since	we	can	have	no	knowledge	of	whether	God	will	concur	in	a	certain	situa-

tion	or	suspend	concurrence,	Peter’s	view	will	lead	us	to	no	more	certainty	of	scientific	pre-

dictions	than	in	a	case	where	there	is	no	necessary	connection	between	causes	and	effects	

at	all.	To	such	a	skeptic,	however,	Peter	could	point	out	that	the	skeptic	is	misunderstand-

ing	the	main	concern	here.	In	normal	cases,	we	can	safely	assume,	and	we	should,	that	God	

does	concur	in	every	natural	causal	operation.	Our	scientific	explanations	will	still	be	ex-

planatorily	meaningful;	if	we	lit	up	some	gasoline,	then	by	the	molecular	structure	of	the	

gasoline	and	by	the	active	power	of	the	fire	(God	concurring)	it	will	quite	certainly	explode.	
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As	this	shows,	Peter’s	view	is	in	a	better	position	than	Durand’s	with	regard	to	the	

Fiery	Furnace	objection.	But	whether	the	position	is	tenable	will	also	depend	on	whether	it	

can	answer	Durand’s	Dilemma	as	presented	toward	the	beginning	of	this	paper.	

Recall	that	according	to	Durand’s	Dilemma,	the	concurrentist	maintains	either	that	

God	and	the	secondary	agent	act	by	the	same	action,	which	is	impossible	since	they	do	not	

possess	the	same	power;	or	that	their	actions	numerically	differ,	in	which	case	one	of	them	

is	superfluous.	This	argument	is	noteworthy	because	it	is	at	least	controversial	what	posi-

tion	Aquinas	took	regarding	the	numerical	identity	or	difference	of	the	concurring	actions.	

For	instance,	Alfred	Freddoso	claims	that	Aquinas	and	the	concurrentist	in	general	should	

take	the	first	horn	of	Durand’s	Dilemma,	that	is,	maintain	that	God	and	the	secondary	cause	

act	by	numerically	the	same	action,38	while	Peter	claims	that	they	act	by	“formally	different	

and	materially	identical”	actions.39	

To	understand	Peter’s	claim	and	how	it	is	supposed	to	help	answering	Durand’s	Di-

lemma,	it	is	worth	briefly	looking	at	Aquinas’s	stance	on	the	question,	which	Peter	is	sum-

marizing.	Unfortunately,	at	first	sight	it	seems	that	Aquinas	says	different	things	about	the	

matter	in	different	places.	For	instance,	when	responding	to	an	objection	in	the	Summa,	he	

notes	that	“one	action	does	not	proceed	from	two	agents	of	the	same	order,	but	nothing	

prevents	that	one	and	the	same	action	proceed	from	a	first	and	second	agent.”40	However,	

when	he	characterizes	instrumental	causality	in	the	case	of	the	master	acting	through	a	

servant,	he	notes	that	“the	action	of	the	master	and	of	the	servant	are	different	in	num-

ber.”41	

How	many	actions	are	there	then	in	an	act	of	causation	with	concurrence?	Aquinas’s	

response	is	that	it	depends	on	how	we	count	them:	
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It	should	be	known	that	we	can	divide	efficient	causes	in	two	ways.	One	way,	

based	on	the	effect.	…	Another	way,	based	on	the	cause	—	the	principal	and	the	

instrumental	agent.	For	the	principal	agent	is	the	first	mover,	while	the	instru-

mental	cause	is	the	moved	mover.	But	a	twofold	action	belongs	to	the	instrument:	

one	that	it	has	from	its	nature,	and	the	other	it	has	insofar	as	it	is	moved	by	the	

first	agent,	just	as	the	fire,	which	is	said	to	be	the	instrument	of	the	nutritive	

power	…	by	its	nature	dissolving,	consuming,	and	such	effects;	but	insofar	as	it	is	

an	instrument	of	the	vegetative	soul,	it	generates	flesh.42	

While	Aquinas’s	example	may	be	less	than	perfectly	illuminating	for	the	modern	

reader,	according	to	this	passage,	the	instrumental	cause	in	a	given	series	has	a	double	ac-

tion:	one	that	is	proper	to	it	by	its	nature,	and	the	other	that	it	performs	merely	in	virtue	of	

being	moved	by	the	principal	agent	—	even	if	these	two	actions	materially	constitute	the	

same	process.	Consequently,	we	can	count	actions	in	different	ways,	depending	on	whether	

we	distinguish	them	based	on	their	terminus,	or	based	on	their	principles.	Regarding	the	

former,	according	to	the	rather	common	medieval	adage,	“the	action	is	in	the	patient	”43,	

and	thus,	if	two	actions	have	the	same	terminus,	they	must	be	the	same.	Regarding	the	lat-

ter,	if	we	count	the	actions	based	on	their	principles	or	powers	that	produced	them,	then	if	

two	actions	are	produced	by	numerically	different	powers,	they	must	be	numerically	differ-

ent.	

This	also	applies	to	Aquinas’s	and	Peter’s	theory	of	divine	concurrence.	Just	as	we	

might	regard	the	marks	on	the	paper	either	as	colored	strokes	or	as	a	meaningful	sentence,	

we	might	similarly	regard	heat	either	as	an	existing	accident	or	as	an	accident	of	a	certain	

kind	(warmth).	And	just	as	the	pen	brings	about	the	former	in	virtue	of	its	own	nature	
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while	bringing	about	the	latter	in	virtue	of	being	my	instrument,	the	fire	similarly	brings	

about	the	former	in	virtue	of	having	the	nature	of	fire	while	bringing	about	the	latter	in	vir-

tue	of	being	God’s	instrument.	In	this	way,	the	secondary	agent’s	action	considered	as	bring-

ing	about	some	existence	is	identical	with	God’s	action,	even	though	its	action	considered	as	

bringing	about	something	existing	in	some	way	is	not	identical	with	God’s	action.	This	inter-

pretation	seems	to	do	justice	to	the	passages	seen	above	where	Aquinas	claimed	that	the	

action	of	instrumental	causes	are	numerically	distinct,	to	the	Summa	passage	that	seems	to	

suggest	the	opposite,	and	to	Peter	of	Palude’s	interpretation	of	Aquinas's	position.44	If	this	

is	correct,	then	Peter	can	maintain	that	Durand’s	Dilemma	rests	on	a	false	dichotomy	and	is	

not,	therefore,	a	decisive	argument	against	the	concurrentist	position.	

 

Conclusion 

I	examined	in	this	paper	an	objection	against	mere	conservationism,	as	it	was	origi-

nally	formulated	by	a	fourteenth-century	thinker,	Peter	of	Palude.	According	to	the	Fiery	

Furnace	objection,	we	should	look	at	the	test-case	of	miracles	against	nature	when	evaluat-

ing	theories	of	divine	concurrence;	in	particular,	the	test-case	shows	that	the	thesis	that	

God	created	the	world	but	is	not	causally	active	in	every	operation	of	nature	is	problematic	

since	it	cannot	maintain	that	causes	and	effects	are	necessarily	related	yet	miracles	against	

nature	are	possible.	Peter’s	objection	relies	on	several	assumptions;	nevertheless,	since	

these	assumptions	are	also	quite	widely	maintained	in	broadly	speaking	theistic	Aristote-

lian	circles,	this	argument	might	provide	some	motivation	to	pursue	the	details	of	the	vari-

ous	concurrentist	views	further.	
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Although	Peter	of	Palude	is	not	a	particularly	well	known	author	even	among	medie-

valist	scholars,	I	showed	that	he	gives	an	interesting	case	study	of	medieval	reactions	

against	Durand	of	St.-Pourçain’s	views,	and	of	why,	despite	its	seeming	plausibility,	most	

medieval	thinkers	did	not	think	that	mere	conservationism	was	such	a	good	idea,	after	all.	

While	the	argument	presented	here	was	not	the	only	one	put	forward	against	mere	conser-

vationism	even	in	the	medieval	period,	it	highlights	a	general	problem	about	the	theory.45	

I	also	argued	that	Peter	of	Palude’s	own	account	of	divine	concurrence	can	avoid	the	

Fiery	Furnace	objection,	and	account	for	contra	naturam	miracles	in	the	Arisototelian	

framework,	even	though	the	necessary	connection	between	these	powers	and	their	effects	

must	be	understood	in	a	special	way	to	include	general	divine	concurrence.	Although	most,	

broadly	speaking	Aristotelian	accounts	take	for	granted	some	form	of	necessary	connection	

between	cause	and	effects,	and	most	interpreters	today	regard	it	as	part	of	any	Aristotelian	

power-based	metaphysics	of	causation,	it	is	rarely	discussed	what	this	necessary	connec-

tion	amounts	to,	or	how	strongly	it	should	be	taken.	As	was	seen	above,	if	one	subscribes	to	

Aquinas’s	and	Peter’s	theory	of	divine	concurrence,	one	will	say	that	in	normal	cases,	the	

passion	in	the	recipient	is	the	result	of	the	agent’s	action,	together	with	God’s	concurring	

action.	Provided	God’s	general	concurrence,	the	connection	between	cause	and	effect	is	

metaphysically	necessary,	even	though	it	is	not	absolutely	so,	since	God	can	suspend	the	

concurring	activity.	

I	showed	that	this	version	of	concurrentism	is	at	least	not	prima	facie	inconsistent,	

and	is	not	subject	to	Durand’s	Dilemma	that	was	developed	against	Aquinas’s	similar	posi-

tion.	(Just	as	before,	however,	it	should	be	noted	that	Durand’s	argument	against	concur-

rentism	is	not	the	only	one	ever	brought	up	against	the	view.46)	
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More	generally,	the	debate	on	divine	concurrence	provides	an	interesting	example	of	

the	medieval	understanding	of	causal	powers,	and	of	how	this	understanding	differs	from	

some	Neo-Aristotelian	ones	today.	It	also	shows	that	although	there	has	been	some	ten-

dency	recently	to	untangle	some	parts	of	medieval	philosophy	from	its	theological	context,	

if	it	can	be	done	at	all,	it	has	to	be	done	with	great	care.	Even	the	precise	meaning	of	such	

seemingly	purely	metaphysical	concepts	as	causal	powers	is	partly	determined	by	such	

purely	theological	ones	as	divine	omnipotence	and	miracles.	If	this	context	is	taken	into	ac-

count,	however,	the	medieval	views	of	causation	and	causal	powers	might	provide	a	fruitful	

source	even	for	some	contemporary	debates	on	the	same.	
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