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Abstract
The article examines the relationship between ecumenical dialogues and embodied 
ecumenical practices. By utilizing Michel de Certeau’s theory of strategy and tactics, 
the authors construct a hermeneutic that aims at forming ecumenists and clarifying 
the object of their discourse. Specifically, unauthorized practices of collaboration 
between denominations (i.e., ecumenical tactics) are seen as a formative source for 
ecumenical dialogue (i.e., strategic ecumenism).
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The publication of Konrad Raiser’s Ecumenism in Transition over 20 years ago 
prompted much discussion regarding the state of the ecumenical movement. 
Simply put, there is a tension regarding the fruitfulness of the official ecumeni-

cal dialogues that seek to work toward visible unity among Christian churches. On the 
one hand, some call into question the productivity of these dialogues; on the other 
hand, some remain clearly optimistic that these dialogues are indeed valuable. Raiser’s 
desire to move beyond official dialogues that treat doctrinal statements stemmed from 
an evaluation of official dialogue as “a tense holding together of elements which refuse 

Corresponding author:
Benjamin Durheim 
Email: bendurheim@gmail.com

574664 TSJ0010.1177/0040563915574664Theological StudiesTactical Ecumenism
research-article2015

Article

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0040563915574664&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2015-06-02


312 Theological Studies 76(2)
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 2. Catherine E. Clifford, “Lonergan’s Contribution to Ecumenism,” Theological Studies 63 
(2002) 521–38, at 522.

 3. Raiser, Ecumenism in Transition 30.
 4. Clifford, “Lonergan’s Contribution” 522.
 5. To describe the goal of ecumenism, we use the formulation “visible unity” as found in 

section III of the Constitution and Rules of the World Council of Churches (http://www.
oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/assembly/2013-busan/adopted-documents-state-
ments/wcc-constitution-and-rules) (all URLs referenced herein were accessed January 14, 
2015). We are, however, aware of the ambiguous nature of the term. For a detailed dis-
cussion of the difficulties encountered in expressing the goal of ecumenism, see Raiser, 
Ecumenism, esp. chapter 1, “Uncertainty in the Ecumenical Movement.”

to be reconciled.”1 In contrast to Raiser’s evaluations, Catholic ecumenist and ecclesi-
ologist Catherine Clifford confidently asserts her optimism: “This is a moment to learn 
from the methods and achievements of the dialogues to date, to build upon them rather 
than discard their accomplishments.”2 Regardless of where one might fall on the spec-
trum from pessimism to optimism, the majority of ecumenists agree that, to use Raiser’s 
phrase, a “sober stocktaking” of ecumenical dialogues is warranted.3

Our article attempts such a sober stocktaking. Specifically, we agree with Clifford’s 
claim that “we must reflect carefully on the role of theological dialogue and ecumeni-
cal consensus statements.”4 We appeal to the work of Michel de Certeau, S.J.  
(1925–1986) on human practices, specifically his distinction between tactics and strat-
egies, to examine the role played by ecumenical dialogue in the visible unity of 
Christians. As liturgical theologians, we are primarily concerned with practices, and in 
our estimation, much can be gained from the application of Certeau’s theories. With 
regard to ecumenical dialogue, all aspects of visible Christian unity involve concrete 
human practices.5 These are integral to embodying and establishing visible unity, 
whether they are the spiritual practices and missionary activity that partially manifest 
the “life and works” of a church, or the liturgical rubrics and doctrinal statements that 
contribute to the “faith and order” of a particular tradition. This article, then, will begin 
with (1) a discussion of Certeau’s theory. We will then use that theory to describe (2) 
strategic ecumenism and (3) images of ecumenical tactics. This distinction will allow 
us to (4) suggest a way of acquiring a renewed perspective from which ecumenists 
might envision the relationship between ecumenical dialogue and visible Christian 
unity. In the end, we wish to contribute a lens or hermeneutic that might serve to miti-
gate the tension (so often found in a single mind) between the pessimism that discour-
ages dialogue and the optimism that overlooks the need for reform. This lens, which 
we call “tactical ecumenism,” is a sober stocktaking of the interplay between concep-
tual, strategic ecumenical dialogue and the concrete, embodied practices that consti-
tute the encounters between Christians and their communities outside official 
ecumenical dialogues.
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At the outset, we wish to be clear about what we are not doing in this article. First, 
we are not offering a reflection on the theology or philosophy of Certeau; rather, we 
are in a way co-opting his theory of human action (though we think it is a faithful 
application of his thought). The way we employ that theory is not meant to suggest 
how Certeau would engage ecumenical dialogue. Second, we are not proposing a 
developed method for ecumenical dialogue. As we point out in the penultimate sec-
tion, tactical ecumenism is less a method for dialogue and more a hermeneutic for 
reading the role of ecumenical dialogue in the visible unity of Christians.

Strategies and Tactics

In 1980 French Jesuit Michel de Certeau published L’Invention du quotidien, volume 
1, Arts de faire (The Practice of Everyday Life), which develops a theory of practices 
regarding the relationship between strategies and tactics. For Certeau, a strategy is a 
disciplinary deployment of power:

I call a “strategy” the calculus of force-relationships which becomes possible when a subject 
of will and power (a proprietor, an enterprise, a city, a scientific institution) can be isolated 
from an “environment.” A strategy assumes a place that can be circumscribed as proper 
(propre) and thus serve as the basis for generating relations with an exterior distinct from it.6

In contrast to the localized exercise of power that constitutes a strategy, a tactic has no 
such authority: “I call a ‘tactic,’ on the other hand, a calculus which cannot count on a 
proper (a spatial or institutional localization), nor thus on a borderline distinguishing 
the other as a visible totality. The place of the tactic belongs to the other.”7 Before 
applying this theory of strategies and tactics to help understand the form of ecumenical 
dialogue and its role in the visible unity of Christians, we first summarize Certeau’s 
theory by examining some of the metaphors he uses in describing tactics and strate-
gies. With a clearer understanding of what is at stake in this distinction, we will then 
see how this theory might be used to describe ecumenism.

Perhaps the most famous metaphor used by Certeau in describing the difference 
between tactics and strategies is found in the chapter 7, “Walking in the City.” Here 
Certeau describes the relationship between tactics and strategies in terms of perspec-
tive and movement. To describe strategy, he uses the panoptic view of Manhattan 
achieved from the observation deck of the World Trade Center. From that vantage 
point, New York City appears as a unified whole. The panoptic perspective allows the 
voyeur (personified by the city planner) to construct a concept-city.

The panorama-city is a “theoretical” (that is, visible) simulacrum, in short, a picture, whose 
condition of possibility is an oblivion and a misunderstanding of practices. The voyeur-god 
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 8. Ibid. 93.
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created by this fiction . . . must disentangle himself from the murky intertwining daily 
behaviors and make himself alien to them.8

The millions of lives being lived far below cannot be seen from such a height, and 
therefore they cease to play a role in defining the city’s unity. Through indifference to 
(or at least ignorance of) these unseen particular practices of the unseen millions, the 
strategist is able to create “New York City.”

The panoptic perspective of the strategist effects a “transformation of the urban fact 
into the concept of a city.”9 The urban fact is the actual life being lived in the streets. The 
concept created by the city planner constitutes a strategy insofar as it is used to “make 
sense” of the world below. Avenues and streets dictate traffic and, through separation, 
define neighborhoods. Sidewalks and crosswalks provide authorized places for pedestri-
ans, while street signs and signals provide authorized time. The strategic designs (i.e., the 
disciplinary structures) of the city planner are conceived and deployed from this panoptic 
perspective. From the top of the World Trade Center, the panoptic city planner devises 
strategies that constitute “New York City” by authoritatively shaping its places and time. 
The pedestrians are then invited to live in and according to the strategist’s concept.

In contrast to the strategic perspective of the city planner, the perspective of the 
pedestrian far below is the tactical perspective. “They are walkers . . . whose bodies 
follow the thicks and thins of an urban ‘text’ they write without being able to read it.”10 
The everyday practices like jaywalking, cutting through building lobbies, double park-
ing, taking the “back roads” to avoid the main traffic routes, and using fire hydrants as 
fountains on hot days are all tactics that constitute the “urban fact” of the city. They are 
all done without any thought of their role in the concept-city. This lack of intention is 
due in part to the fact that the tactical perspective is limited. The pedestrian does not 
enjoy the panoptic view from above. “It is as though the practices organizing a bustling 
city [i.e., the tactics of pedestrians] were characterized by their blindness.”11 In other 
words, to some degree tactics cannot be recognized as such; the relationship of tactics 
to a strategy remains hidden from users. The millions of pedestrians who cut across the 
grass, ignore signals, or jaywalk are tactically using/consuming the disciplinary struc-
tures of the city planner. In the mind of the planner, a grass-covered median is a barrier 
that serves to separate traffic. In the mind of the pedestrian it is a green picnic-spot in a 
sea of concrete. Controlling traffic is a strategy; having a picnic is a tactic.

All these practices (simply called “walking” by Certeau) are the tactics carried out 
from within the city planner’s strategic structures. In their use of the strategic, however, 
tactics harbor influence. “The long poem of walking manipulates spatial organizations, 
no matter how panoptic they may be: it is neither foreign to them (it can take place only 
within them) nor in conformity with them (it does not receive its identity from them). It 
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creates shadows and ambiguities within them.”12 These walkers evade the panoptic 
gaze of a strategy that would corral their movement into predictable patterns. 
Unauthorized spaces and pathways are instantaneously created by tactical use and just 
as quickly disappear from the view of the panoptic gaze that would analyze and redirect 
their movements. Certeau speaks of these tactics as constituting stories that make up the 
inexhaustible history of the city. “There is no place that is not haunted by many differ-
ent spirits hidden there in silence, spirits one can ‘invoke’ or not. Haunted places are the 
only ones people can live in—and this inverts the schema of the Panopticon.”13 In short, 
the inexhaustible history of these particular practices goes unseen and unutilized by the 
strategist. These histories, and not solely the strategies of the city planner, constitute the 
identity of the city. Far from being the meek resistance of the oppressed, tactics are 
practices that participate in creating identity; they remain the urban fact.

In addition to these metaphors based on perspective and movement, Certeau often 
speaks of tactical practices in terms of consumption. That is to say, he offers a theory 
that examines the practices whereby consumers consume what producers produce. 
Strategies are particular modes of production; tactics are particular modes of con-
sumption. To illustrate these tactical practices of consumption, Certeau employs the 
term bricolage (tinkering), which is a type of creativity that uses what is immediately 
available, often relying on different resources. For example, modern sculpture often 
employs bricolage when it repurposes objects, combining them to create an innova-
tive work of art. Bricolage is tactical consumption insofar as it evades the intention of 
the producer (the strategist). This tactical practice, however, need not be thought of as 
a defiant (and therefore intentional) subversion of power. Bricolage might simply 
evade the intention of the producer through ignorance or an apathetic disregard, 
regardless of whether this is willful.

Another metaphor Certeau uses to describe tactical consumption is la perruque 
(wig). “La perruque is the worker’s own work disguised as work for his employer.”14 
The worker uses the master’s tools and time for his or her own gain. The strategy of an 
employer is to provide a disciplinary framework (time, place, tools, goals, etc.) that 
formally dictates the practices of the worker. The strategy is therefore a system of 
power. For example, a worker is given a cubicle, a phone, a computer, a schedule, and 
a list of tasks to accomplish. La perruque is the worker’s repurposing of that frame-
work. The worker will fail (i.e., refuse, whether intentionally or unintentionally) to 
conform to the disciplinary framework. By using company software to create and send 
out e-invitations for a daughter’s graduation party, la perruque is the tactic whereby 
the worker transforms the strategic systems of discipline into a system of antidisci-
pline. Hence, Certeau states, “[tactics] manipulate the mechanisms of discipline and 
conform to them only in order to evade them.”15 In this way, these systems of antidis-
cipline are the worker’s tactics.
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It is important to note that these tactical practices do not intentionally seek to reform 
the strategies they consume. Put differently, the worker does not use la perruque to 
change the employer’s strategy. Making e-invitations using company software on 
company time is not aimed at implementing a company-sponsored “employee crafts 
hour.” Similarly, bricolage is not employed to encourage manufacturers to begin creat-
ing products that more readily lend themselves for use in sculpture. Finally, “walking” 
is not done in order to influence the city planner’s designs. When tactical consumption 
begins to intend the reform of a strategy, that tactic has become disciplinary, thereby 
constituting itself as a strategy. As tactical, practices of everyday life produce solely by 
consuming.

Strategic Ecumenism

Before describing ecumenical tactics or the tactical ecumenism that might help us 
understand those tactics, it would be helpful to describe strategic ecumenism. Simply 
put, the theological and ecclesiastical discourse that manifests ecumenical studies/dia-
logue (whether official or academic) embodies strategic ecumenism. For example, the 
documents produced by the Groupe des Dombes,16 the statements created by the Faith 
and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches (WCC),17 and the articles 
published in pertinent academic journals are all strategic ecumenism because they are 
intentionally ecumenical in nature (which is to say they intentionally work toward unity 
from a place of division). They are discursive, analytical, and exercise a normative 
power, albeit in varying degrees. Like the panoptic perspective of the city planner that 
leads to the construction of a concept-city, ecumenical dialogue tends to create a con-
cept-church. In the totalizing strategies of ecumenical dialogue, the particular lives of 
Christians go unseen and are replaced by an ideologized concept (e.g., the Body of 
Christ, the Pilgrim Church, etc.). In fairness, the concept of the church is a necessary 
concept. Likewise, ecumenical strategies are necessary strategies. The need for these 
strategies and the theological concepts they employ, however, does not undo the fact 
that, in Certeau’s words, “beneath the discourses that ideologize the city, the ruses and 
combinations of powers that have no readable identity proliferate; without points where 
one can take hold of them, without rational transparency, they are impossible to admin-
ister.”18 In short, Christian lives and the myriad practices that constitute those lives 
continue, often largely unaware of others’ ecumenical strategies.

To be sure, ecumenical strategies are a necessary good. For example, the unity of 
the church is undeniably served by strategies aimed at providing organization. Insofar 
as ecumenical dialogues work toward unity from a place of division, we can say that 
strategic ecumenism performs Christian unity. In constructing and deploying systems 
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19. Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry, Faith and Order Paper 111 (Geneva: World Council of 
Churches, 1982) xii.
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reflection.

of discipline (e.g., prescriptive explanations, rubrics that dictate forms of worship, 
dialogues carried out from official positions, etc.), strategic ecumenism functions to 
move communities toward a more fully realized unity. For example, The Joint 
Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification drafted by the Roman Catholic Church’s 
Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity and the Lutheran World Federation 
in 1999 was an attempt to find common ground regarding a historically divisive  
doctrinal issue. Working toward and performing official agreement regarding the  
doctrine of justification was an exercise in rebuttal to polemical discourse that had 
used this doctrine as grounds for division. Similarly, Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry, 
published by the WCC in 1982, was a remarkable achievement of strategic ecumenism 
that contributed to the unity of Christians. By focusing its attention on particular  
liturgical practices that lie at the heart of Christian unity, this document suggested 
practices, hermeneutics, and vocabulary that would help “achieve the visible unity [the 
divided churches] seek.”19 Simply put, ecumenical dialogue and the consensus state-
ments they create are practices that manifest a kind of visible unity.

While strategic ecumenism certainly performs unity, it also unavoidably performs 
the division it seeks to overcome. This happens in particular (1) through the exercise 
of normative authority, and (2) through the employment of analytical, scientific dis-
course. First, the exercise of normative authority in Christian ecumenical discourse is 
manifested in communicating doctrinal teaching from an official position (e.g., theo-
logian, bishop, etc.). In Certeau’s terms, a “proper” (i.e., a space from which to deploy 
power) is established. Strategic ecumenism begins by reifying the divisions from 
which it will proceed. A dialogue can only be carried out from distinct places: the 
Methodists have a place distinct from that of the Anglicans. To have a Methodist–
Anglican dialogue that seeks to bring those two communities together, the two parties 
must first assert their difference from an authoritative place by defining an ecclesial 
“home” integral to their Christian identities. In so doing, strategic ecumenism per-
forms division, simply by its official acknowledgment of it.20 Second, the use of sci-
entific discourse (“ecclesial communities,” “full communion,” “consensus statements,” 
etc.) tends to obscure and replace the ecclesial fact of ordinary Christian lives with 
constructed versions of concept churches that become the grounds for claiming either 
unity or division.21 By constructing concept churches using this scientific discourse, 
strategic ecumenism creates further propers called “denominations” or “particular tra-
ditions.” Strategic ecumenism normatively writes these discursive propers onto the 
bodies of Christians so that individuals can recognize themselves (and, perhaps more 
importantly, be identified) as standing within the proper that is constituted by a 
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22. Raiser observes that “dialogues seem almost to reinforce confessional self-awareness.” He 
points out that beyond simply reinforcing division, “unity thinking [has been used] as an 
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cept ecclesial communities” when identifying—that is, deploying structures of discipline 
onto—our Protestant brothers and sisters.

24. Certeau, Practice of Everyday Life 25.
25. Ibid.

particular tradition.22 For example, if one’s everyday practices are structured by The 
Code of Canon Law and The Catechism of the Catholic Church, one may rest assured 
that he or she is Roman Catholic. Indeed, one’s identity as a Catholic is contingent 
upon one’s relationship to this proper. In attempting to describe, analyze, evaluate, 
prescribe, and proscribe Christian practices, strategic ecumenism constructs concept 
churches23 using discourse founded in division. As such, in its very discourse, strategic 
ecumenism performs division.

It is important to emphasize the fact that performing division on the one hand 
and serving unity on the other do not constitute two poles of a scale by which stra-
tegic ecumenism is evaluated. Put simply, the division and unity of the body of 
Christ are not locked in a zero-sum game; koinonia is not a sliding scale. As we 
have said, strategic ecumenism, even in its more disciplinary and comparative 
approaches, has, does, and will continue to serve unity. When we assert that strate-
gic ecumenism unavoidably performs division, this is not meant to imply that it 
only hinders unity. As with any lifesaving surgery, damage must be done if health 
is to be served. The question we seek to address here is how strategic ecumenism’s 
unavoidable performance of division can be acknowledged, mitigated, and turned 
toward unity.

Certeau’s words help express our aim in distinguishing between tactical and  
strategic ecumenism: “How is it possible to foil here and now the social hierarchiza-
tion which organizes scientific work on popular cultures and repeats itself in that 
work?”24 If the strategic ecumenism manifested by official ecumenical dialogue  
performs division even alongside its promotion of unity, how can ecumenical dialogue 
transform itself so as to more fully serve Christian unity? Certeau argues, “The resur-
gence of ‘popular’ practices within industrial and scientific modernity indicates the 
paths that might be taken by a transformation of the object of our study and the place 
from which we study it.”25 In other words, we ought to rethink the ways strategic  
ecumenism understands its relationship to the everyday practices of Christians. What 
are we examining and from where are we examining it? Ultimately, we suggest the 
hermeneutic that might be called “tactical ecumenism” rests upon seeing the tactical 
practices of collaboration between Christians of different denominations as constitut-
ing both the object of ecumenical study and the place from which that study might also 
begin.
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Images of Ecumenical Tactics

Having outlined what Certeau’s theory of tactics and strategy might connote in terms 
of ecumenism (as well as what we see as “strategic ecumenism”), we now turn to 
images of what ecumenical tactics could look like. By doing so, however, we do not 
mean to suggest these images as paradigms or schematics for what ecumenical engage-
ment “ought” to look like. We begin with images of ecumenical tactics because as 
tactical they resist strict definition and formulaic representation. Ecumenical tactics 
can never be intentionally carried out as such, else they lose their identity as tactics. 
They can be described as such only from afar. In fact, when we look at examples of 
ecumenical collaboration, we might rightly call them ecumenical strategies insofar as 
they are collaborations with a purpose and method. Here, however, we describe them 
as ecumenical tactics insofar as they are actions carried out by members of churches 
that relate to strategic ecumenism in a way consistent with the relationship between 
strategies and tactics. That is, they are images of collaboration (or lack thereof) that  
are primarily about something other than ecumenism, but that nevertheless carry  
ecumenical implications.

If tactical ecumenism can be thought of as a hermeneutic of approaching Christian 
ecumenical practices more generally, that is, how Christians and their communities 
navigate life alongside one another, then images of ecumenical tactics cannot but be 
images of concrete Christian actions and endeavors. We therefore suggest drawing 
images from two primary areas where Christian division as well as Christian unity are 
often performed in stark visibility: liturgy on the one hand, and work for justice on the 
other. There are certainly other areas in Christian life where the scandal of ecclesial 
division, as well as embodiments of ecumenical unity, can appear and become forma-
tive. If, however, as Unitatis redintegratio puts it, Christian “division contradicts the 
will of Christ, scandalizes the world, and damages the holy cause of preaching the 
Gospel to every creature,”26 then images of tactical ecumenism ought to come at least 
in part from places where the will of Christ is concretely preached, and the world is 
visibly engaged: liturgy and work for justice.

Ecumenical collaboration in work for justice has been well documented.27 It tends 
to take two main forms: either response to a catastrophic event and its aftermath, or 
sustained action and advocacy on behalf of a particular issue of justice. In some cases 
an ecumenical collaboration can take both of these forms. Additionally, because work 
for justice has long been seen as a source of some kind of ecumenical unity—note the 
Life and Work Movement slogan, “doctrine divides, mission unites”—one might ini-
tially view such joint effort as indicative of the ecumenical movement’s bearing fruit. 
Put differently, the reception of ecumenical strategies has created space for and resulted 
in what we are calling ecumenical tactics. Granting this fact, we must still resist the 
temptation to see this process as unidirectional. Just as the ecumenical movement 
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might form in some ways one’s approach to ecumenical collaboration, so do ecumeni-
cal cooperation (ecumenical tactics) form the ecumenical movement. That ecumenical 
tactics do so is not our primary concern; how they do so—as either fruit or inspiration 
or both—is more the issue.

A recent example of ecumenical collaboration following a catastrophe is the 
response to Hurricane Katrina. While it was certainly not only churches and religious 
organizations that responded and collaborated,28 cooperation among faith-based 
organizations was a major aspect of these humanitarian efforts. Further, as Pamela 
Joshi writes, “Collaboration [among faith-based and community organizations] was 
found to be mostly unplanned and based on personal and professional ties rather  
than a planned response.”29 This is what makes such ecumenical activity tactical. 
Collaboration was not primarily the result of ecumenical dialogue or prescription on 
the level of church governance; it was effected by those “on the ground” in the situa-
tion and by their appeals for assistance through the personal and professional channels 
to which they had access.

Rarely if ever was ecumenical progress or growth the primary or intended goal of 
ecumenical collaboration in responding to Hurricane Katrina. The goal was to attend 
to the disaster; the question of with whom to respond was tactical rather than strategic. 
The fact that collaboration was ecumenical, however, has become an important part of 
the narrative for many church communities who participated in it, especially as joint 
efforts have continued years after Katrina.30 This is not to suggest that disaster response 
ought to be the paradigm for ecumenism. Rather, this image of tactical ecumenism is 
meant to illustrate that what can be difficult or sometimes impossible on the level of 
official theological dialogue—to achieve some level of unity in Christian voice and 
purpose—can emerge as a byproduct in situations where ecumenism is a tactic and not 
a strategy.

Besides responses to disasters, ecumenical collaboration on particular issues of jus-
tice can evoke a similar kind of ecumenical unity. The development and ongoing work 
of what is now called CommonBond Communities provides an apt example.31 Over its 
history, events of shared action across Christian denominational lines have precipi-
tated not only progress in a particular cause of justice but also embodiments of visible 
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ecumenical unity. As one instance, in 1980 CommonBond (then called Westminster 
Corporation, affiliated with the Catholic Archdiocese of Saint Paul-Minneapolis) 
worked together with Edina Community Lutheran Church to build an affordable hous-
ing complex in Edina, Minnesota. In Joseph Errigo’s words, the Lutheran Pastor “and 
his congregation were enthusiastic about teaming up with a Catholic archdiocese-
sponsored organization . . . , and a wonderful and long-lasting partnership was born.”32 
At the groundbreaking of the complex, Errigo explains that “Archbishop John Roach 
joined with the Lutheran bishop, whom he’d known for forty years, and it looked like 
a carefully planned ecumenical event.”33

This unity of ecumenical purpose and action led to further ecumenical collabora-
tion on housing projects,34 and, as the list of donors in CommonBond Communities’ 
annual reports illustrates,35 ecumenical participation is still alive and well in the organ-
ization. Unlike the ecumenical responses to Hurricane Katrina, however, the coopera-
tion of Edina Community Lutheran Church with the Westminster Corporation had a 
kind of ecumenism, at least as part of its goal. The “tools” were ecumenical, but the 
purpose was a matter of unity in action for justice rather than of theology or confes-
sion; the ecumenical unity was no less visible than had it been established on the basis 
of official confessional unity. This image of tactical ecumenism, like the image of the 
ecumenical responses to Hurricane Katrina, embodies a kind of ecumenical unity 
without depending first upon strategic warrant for doing so. It perhaps did not specifi-
cally lack strategic warrant, but that is not the point. The point is that, as timely and 
effective, ecumenical tactics are concerned primarily with the issues of concrete life 
together as Christians and Christian communities, without specifically an eye to how 
such tactics may or may not carry implications for strategic ecumenism.

Examples of ecumenical tactics in liturgy can be drawn from nearly any liturgical 
celebration where visitors from another Christian denomination are present. Weddings, 
funerals, even Sunday celebrations spent with family and friends outside one’s own litur-
gical tradition often include the familiar, if unstated, question of the visitor: what should I 
do—or not do—as we worship together? The visitor may use the tools of strategic ecu-
menism and/or theological reflection, but more immediately his or her concern is the 
concrete, embodied liturgical celebration of which he or she is now a part. Participation, 
or lack thereof, is a tactical adoption by the visitor and the liturgical community of bits 
and pieces of strategies filtered down through time, place, and tradition. Will the visitor 
kneel with everyone, or remain sitting? Join in the singing, or remain silent? Receive 
Communion, approach the pastor for a blessing, or remain in the pew? Such questions are 
tactical in nature. They unfold in time and space not simply as approximations of what 
real, strategic ecclesial life ought ideally to look like, but as the tactical appropriation of 
the pieces of strategy that work in that context.
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Lest we seem to suggest that tactics succeed in ecclesial life where strategies largely 
fail, we ought to note that, particularly in liturgy, ecumenical tactics can be both divi-
sive and unifying, at times by the same action. A visitor accustomed to the liturgical 
practice of eucharistic sharing might think he or she is appropriately embodying 
Christian unity by participating in a closed eucharistic celebration, and indeed such an 
action might embody that result for some people in certain places and times. That same 
action in the same time and place may, however, have the opposite effect on others 
present, for whom the lack of official ecumenical unity makes such an ecumenical 
tactic inappropriate. Furthermore, in an attempt to judge the legitimacy of such tactics, 
one might immediately wish to evaluate this visitor’s action as well as the response of 
regular members of the liturgical community. This is of itself not necessarily a point-
less exercise, but it is carried out on the level of strategy. Tactical ecumenism cannot 
evaluate this liturgical action as a datum among other data. It can only participate, 
listen, and then return with its insight to the level of strategy—as we will see in the 
next section.

Toward a Tactical Ecumenism

If ecumenical tactics are ways of going about the everyday business of living and 
working with Christians of different denominations, particularly in liturgy and work 
for justice, tactical ecumenism can be described as entering into and critically appro-
priating ecumenical tactics, allowing them to form one’s approach to spirituality, and 
then returning to the realm of strategic ecumenism, enriched by one’s encounter with 
the tactics of the body of Christ. By “spirituality” here we mean something close to 
what Roger Haight described in a recent article: “the way persons or groups live their 
lives before transcendence.”36 However, while Haight’s purpose was to suggest a par-
ticular ecumenical strategy, we suggest that there is significant value in beginning with 
tactical experience rather than strategic aim.

The basis of Haight’s argument is that spirituality is prior to the church’s institu-
tional structures, and as such spiritual practices (particularly the Ignatian Spiritual 
Exercises) would be worthwhile tools in forming Christians and their churches 
toward greater unity.37 What Haight leaves rather open to question is whether and to 
what extent churches and their structures also form spiritual practices. Spiritualities—
or more particularly, spiritual practices—take place in concrete, embodied persons 
and communities, who both form and are formed by the institutional structures of 
which they are a part. Further, this formation process is rarely, if ever, clean and 
organized. The everyday lives of Christians and their communities often take place as 
jumbled fragments of strategy, institution, and spirituality—whatever seems to work 
best in a particular context. While these everyday lives may seem a mess when viewed 
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strategically, the value of tactical ecumenism lies therein. Tactical ecumenism does 
not resolve the mess; it refuses to evaluate the mess as being a mess. Tactical ecumen-
ism, to be tactical, must resist the initial temptation to be evaluative, to either author-
ize or proscribe the particular tactics it encounters. To speak of tactical ecumenism as 
a method (i.e., a strategy) is already nearly misleading. Nevertheless it can be viewed 
as a kind of method for giving due weight to the ecumenical tactics organically occur-
ring between the churches in the lives of Christians, regardless of legitimation by 
strategic ecumenism. As we suggested above, tactical ecumenism is a hermeneutic, a 
lens through which to view the tactics of the everyday encounters of Christians as 
something more than imperfect approximations of ecumenical strategy.

Put positively, the method for tactical ecumenism would be to (1) participate in the 
ecumenical tactics of one’s community, (2) listen to what transpires in those tactics, 
and (3) critically appropriate those tactics, that is, return to the level of strategic ecu-
menism newly enriched by tactical experience. If, as Haight suggests, spirituality 
translates itself into ecumenical strategy (in the guise of ecclesial structures and insti-
tutions), we suggest that both spirituality and ecumenical strategy actually exist as 
tactical, alive in the everyday lives of Christians and their communities. Tactical ecu-
menism would work to appropriate these tactics back into spirituality, further inform-
ing ecumenical strategy, and completing an ecclesial feedback loop in which messy, 
unsystematic, embodied Christian life becomes personally experienced theological 
source material rather than the byproduct of theological industry.

The first step in adopting a hermeneutic of tactical ecumenism is the foundation for 
the entire endeavor: participation. Tactics do not exist outside their concrete practice, 
and they are not systematic and replicable on demand. They are practices, and so can 
be experienced only by being a participant. Returning to Certeau’s example of walking 
in the city, if one descends to the city’s streets while trying to preserve a synoptic view, 
one will not be willing to walk across the grass. Such an action is outside the strategic, 
theoretical view of the city, and in adopting that view, one’s analytics are inherently 
evaluative. Likewise, if one insists on using the scientific discourse to describe and 
analyze tactics, then one precludes participating in those tactics. To adopt a hermeneu-
tic of tactical ecumenism requires a commitment to nonevaluative participation in 
ecumenical tactics, that is, an open and receptive taking-part-in collaboration that 
occurs between Christians of differing denominations.38

Additionally, nonevaluative participation does not mean positive-evaluative par-
ticipation. The work of tactical ecumenism cannot consist of attempting to translate 
the tactics positively into ecumenical strategies. Where Haight suggests a particular 
practice as an ecumenical strategy, we suggest attempting to leave strategy out of 
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practice altogether—at least initially. To approach tactics with the goal of adopting 
them as good or useful for a particular ecumenical end already betrays a strategic 
mindset alien to the core character of tactical ecumenism. Where tactical ecumenism 
is concerned first with participation and action, the strategic mindset brings to those 
actions a conceptual template into which it can fit and mold those actions. This is 
inescapable on the level of strategy, but if creating ideal concepts will always be, at 
least in part, a projection of the strategist’s mind, then conversely choosing to form 
one’s mind through participation in ecumenical tactics is an attempt to be influenced 
by grace.39 That is, this choice is an attempt to withdraw into silence and listening as 
the action of grace takes human form in the concrete practices of Christians living, 
working, and worshiping together, not as a performance to be observed, but as a for-
mation in which to take part.

One might legitimately ask the question at this point, Why be so concerned with 
nonevaluative participation? Should not religious participation always have a 
sturdy theological ground, especially religious participation alongside participants 
of other traditions? In this vein and by way of a counterexample, Clifford has 
described her students as “practical ecumenists.” She points out that her students, 
prior to awareness of ecumenical dialogue and its concerns, are already inclined to 
emphasize the similarity and common ground shared by Christians of different 
denominations. But for Clifford,

if Christians are to collaborate in common witness and mission in this century, then we must 
face the theological task of establishing a firm basis for such collaboration in a new consensus 
on questions of ecclesiology and ethics, on the universality of salvation, and on the related 
question of the relationship of Christianity—including the structured relationships of the 
communion of the faithful within the church—to the other religions.40

Students are “practical or functional” ecumenists whose actions, Clifford claims, con-
tradict the division they fail to explicitly address. Hence, she says, “consensus on 
[theological] questions” needs to be sought as the “firm basis” for such collaboration. 
While such strategic ecumenism is indeed necessary if we are to avoid what Clifford 
rightly sees as a contradiction in our ecclesial identity, we would argue that such strate-
gies are not the proper “firm basis” on which unity stands. Rather, such strategies 
should function to recognize, explicate, and affirm the unity they serve.

To be clear, we are not suggesting that tactical ecumenism ought to replace strategic 
ecumenism, as if they were two competing philosophies. Rather, we are insisting that 
a hermeneutic of tactical ecumenism could allow for a different and more fruitful 
approach to strategic ecumenism. Implementing tactical ecumenism is a move into 
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passivity, while allowing grace to be active in practice. Let the church’s ecumenical 
strategies be formed by its concrete life and action as the body of Christ, rather than 
vice versa.

The second step of tactical ecumenism is nearly an attribute of the first: listen to 
what transpires in ecumenical tactics. Once the active, evaluative voice of the strate-
gist is silenced (or at least put on hold for the purpose of nonevaluative participation), 
space has been created for formation by tactics. For example, Certeau often describes 
tactics as resistance. It is possible for strategies of ecumenism to observe ecumenical 
tactics and see them as ignoring the boundaries or denying the differences that the 
strategies seek to describe and overcome (even if this observation does not have as its 
goal either the endorsement or reform of the tactics). Certeau’s theory might, however, 
give us insight into the ways that ecumenical tactics are actually resistance against an 
imposed boundary. Strategic ecumenism does not simply describe or react to division; 
it also legitimizes division. To speak of moving toward authentic unity or overcoming 
division performs division and the absence of authentic unity. Ecumenical tactics, on 
the other hand, can refuse to perform that division, thereby creating a proper of their 
own in which dialogue can be carried out without the urgency of reversing a scandal-
ous ecclesial sin. Similarly, ecumenical tactics can refuse to perform a hierarchy in 
which the consensus about theological questions is the “firm basis” on which unity 
might stand. Rather, ecumenical tactics are capable of performing the unauthorized 
koinonia, the communion of the Holy Spirit that is the basis of a living church.

The only way this is possible, however, is if the tactics are allowed to speak, and 
thereby form the ecumenical strategist. When strategic ecumenism seeks to become 
tactical, it must begin with self-denial, or at least with an intentional and committed 
stance of receptive listening. Participation in tactical ecumenism is about forming 
one’s self through experiential learning. It is not about reforming, which inherently 
bears the evaluative character of improvement. The defining characteristic of this par-
ticipation is listening.

The final step in tactical ecumenism is the critical appropriation of ecumenical 
tactics. Again, it is a matter of formation that includes dialogue, of acting that includes 
talking. This step is prerequisite to returning to the level of strategy, and then only as 
a result of the first two steps and not as a goal or culmination of them. One ought to 
note that ecumenical tactics continue unabated regardless of whether their impact is 
“carried” by the ecumenical strategist back into official ecumenical dialogues. In 
fact, the ecumenical strategist cannot take as his or her goal to somehow translate 
ecumenical tactics into ecumenical strategies without stepping outside the hermeneu-
tic of tactical ecumenism. The absence of strategic ecumenical intentionality in the 
first two steps carries over into the third, when the practitioner of tactical ecumenism 
discovers the effects that participation and listening have had on his or her strategic 
ecumenical outlook. If the ecumenical strategist then thematizes such formation and 
intentionally brings it to bear on strategic ecumenism, then so much the better, but 
that is a strategic move. Tactical ecumenism remains a hermeneutic, a way of viewing 
the participation in and listening to the tactics at work in the lives of Christians and 
Christian communities.
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It is important to note, however, that the third step is indeed a critical, rather than 
blind, appropriation of the experiences of steps one and two. While the steps of par-
ticipation and listening were emphatically nonevaluative, the third must include 
some kind of evaluation, because it is no longer the tactics themselves that are being 
evaluated, but rather one’s own participation in and formation by the tactics. Critical 
appropriation is primarily a self-reflective move to ensure that the return to strategic 
ecumenism is not a naïve importing of any and every practice, but rather a fruitful 
dialogue between what actually makes up embodied encounters of Christians with 
one another on the one hand, and what might be required for productive strategic 
ecumenism on the other.

One might rightly ask at this point what such critical appropriation could look like. 
We conclude this section by describing two possible ways the final step of tactical 
ecumenism may take shape, so long as it remains the final step, not the primary step, 
and not the basis for justifying the first two steps. First, critical appropriation might 
take the form of examination of the foundation of the relationships that manifest par-
ticular ecumenical tactics. Who is carrying out these tactics and why? What is the 
driving force that leads people to worship or work together? Immediately, one should 
recognize this examination is ultimately not possible to complete within the herme-
neutic of tactical ecumenism, but its partial completion is possible. As Certeau points 
out, whenever statistical investigation attempts to analyze tactical movement, it inevi-
tably fails.

Statistical inquiry, in breaking down these “efficacious meanderings” into units that it defines 
itself, in reorganizing the results of its analyses according to its own codes, “finds” only the 
homogenous. . . . It is precisely through this analytic fragmentation that it loses sight of what 
it claims to seek and to represent.41

The method needed for tactical ecumenism is one that relinquishes both power and the 
discourse that seeks something specific. The strategy of ecumenical dialogue must be 
to listen passively and allow that listening to shape, not the dialogue itself, but the 
interlocutors that proceed to strategize. Realizing the movement of the Spirit in the life 
of this unauthorized communion and choosing to contemplate that action open the 
theologian up to a type of personal formation that is then free to influence strategy. 
Admittedly, discourse that comes out of this prayerful contemplation is not completely 
free from the violence of strategy. However, if the theologian begins with the narrative 
of unauthorized communion, as opposed to the narrative of official dialogue, the influ-
ence of the strategy’s proper is mitigated.

Second, critical appropriation might examine the effects of ecumenical tactics. 
How do they influence the relationships of these people? Is damage done to their 
Christian identity? Is the particularity of each Christian and Christian community pre-
served? And are both worship and work for justice present as clear embodiments of the 
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gospel? Answering such questions, however, is not an evaluation of the tactics them-
selves, but only of the effects they produce. Are the ecumenical tactics in which one 
participates and to which one listens actually reflections of the life and love of God? 
Is the body of Christ healed or hurt by the effects of these tactics? These questions and 
their answers unavoidably become strategic, but even in the move to ecumenical strat-
egy, tactical ecumenism can provide a grounded, real-world perspective. Ecumenism 
takes place in the life of the church, which is to say that it takes place in the lives of 
particular Christians and Christian communities as they encounter one another.

Conclusion

Raiser is correct in arguing that

if we discard our fixation on authoritative pronouncements, then it becomes clear that the 
aim of the conciliar process cannot be the harmony of a magnus consensus . . . but only a 
hard slog in the fellowship of those who are baptized into Christ and believe in him to 
bring about concrete embodiments of the gospel. The bond and inspiration of Christians 
and churches in the conciliar process is not a unity of the like-minded, but the fellowship 
of those who mutually correct one another as they seek the place of the church in today’s 
world.42

We would insist, however, that like-mindedness ought to be numbered as one of the 
“concrete embodiments of the gospel.” We propose tactical ecumenism so that ecu-
menical dialogues might continue their hard slog in the fellowship of those who seek 
to give an account of the hope that is in them (1 Pet 3:15). Consensus might be reached, 
but not by simply building on the strategies of dialogues past. We must be willing to 
carry out a “sober stocktaking” of how and why we speak theologically about the lives 
of Christians and their communities. As liturgical theologians, we are concerned with 
the communal practices that mediate divine presence. Tactical ecumenism is one way 
of giving assent to this mediation.

If we were to envision what strategic ecumenism might look like under the influ-
ence of tactical ecumenism, we would envision a method something like what has 
been developed by those ecumenists involved in the Receptive Ecumenism project 
based at Durham University.43 This particular method of strategic ecumenism is recep-
tive insofar as it begins with the goal of transforming one’s own tradition. As Paul 
Murray points out,

Receptive Ecumenism is concerned to place at the forefront of the Christian ecumenical 
agenda the self-critical question, “What, in any given situation, can one’s own tradition 
appropriately learn with integrity from other traditions?” and, moreover, to ask this question 
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without insisting, although certainly hoping, that these other traditions are also asking 
themselves the same question.44

As a dialogue between traditions that seeks to transform them, Receptive Ecumenism 
is undoubtedly an example of strategic ecumenism. It does, however, place authentic 
encounter with other traditions at the heart of its project. “The core concern of the 
Receptive Ecumenism and Catholic Learning Project is to explore how ecumenical 
encounter, ecumenical engagement, ecumenical responsibility and calling can be priv-
ileged contexts for promoting this process of personal and ecclesial growth into more 
intensely configured communion in Christ and the Spirit.”45 Of course, Receptive 
Ecumenism is not a substitute for tactical ecumenism insofar as seeking these encoun-
ters as an ecumenist might dictate the experience of the encounters. But, as we said 
above, tactical ecumenism does need to move from tactics back into strategy. Our hope 
is that tactical ecumenism might help foster receptive ecumenists by first leading to 
experiences of koinonia.

We believe that ecumenical dialogue has borne fruit over the last 50 years. But if 
that fruit is to ripen, if Christian unity is to become visibly clearer, then a new herme-
neutic is needed. While indispensable to the vitality of Christianity, agreement on the 
answers to theological questions cannot be the sole foundation of ecumenism. There 
has been and continues to be strategic ecumenism that conceives of visible unity as 
trickling down from ecclesial offices into the pews.46 In fact, as with all authoritative 
acts of ecclesial offices, they find their source not in the immediacy of a privileged 
epistemology of illumination, but in their ability to recognize and affirm (so as to 
facilitate) the ongoing action of the Holy Spirit in the lives of Christians. Trickle-down 
unity is concept-unity, and is the unripened fruit of strategy; collaborative unity (i.e., 
ecumenical tactics) is a fact of koinonia. If strategic ecumenism is to serve the visible 
unity of Christians, it must recognize that unity as both a practiced fact and a goal.
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