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Everett Cattell: Quaker and Mission Theologian
Everett Cattell is an important figure when it comes 
to missiology within the Friends Church. He and 
his wife Catherine De Vol were sent to India in 
1936 where they spent 21 years working together as 
missionaries. There he had the opportunity to work 
alongside a number of  different missions orga-
nizations and even got to know Leslie Newbigin 
and Donald McGavran, two of  missiology’s most 
influential people of  the last 50 years.  In 1957, he 
and Catherine returned to the US where he was 
made the superintendent of  Ohio Yearly Meeting 
(Damascus) for three years. In 1960, he became 
the president of  Malone College in Canton, Ohio 
and worked there for 12 years (Abbott, 2006:41-
42).Cattell was a leading figure in the holiness 
movement within the Evangelical Friends Church 
and helped to create openness among a variety of  
Friends branches. Through his interactions with a 
number of  different missions organizations while 
in India he became good at working ecumenically among those within his own tradition. 
Quaker scholar David Johns writes,

“Cattell’s influence in the Society of  Friends has been unparalleled 
with respect to the conceptualization of  the nature of  Christian missions and 
in establishing a model of  sorts of  an evangelical ecumenicism. A notable 
strength of  Cattell is that he provides enough clarity and conviction to address 
those who are hazy and unconvinced; yet, he also provides enough ambiguity 
to humble the most self-assured” (Johns, 1992:5).

Cattell was not only good at ecumenicism but also worked hard as a renewal 
leader within the Friends Church. At the age of  16 he gave a lecture at yearly meeting on 
“How Can Ohio Yearly Meeting Take A Forward Step” (Johns, 6). In the late 1960’s he 
helped organize a conference in St. Louis, which took place in 1970 and was focused on 
the theme “The Future of  Friends” (a theme I am particularly interested in). There he 
gave one of  three keynote addresses; his was titled “A New Approach for Friends” (Also 
see his essay “The Future of  Friends” in Quaker Religious Thought 1966 Vol. VIII No. 
2 p.10-14).

His book Christian Mission (1981) is one of  only two books in the Quaker tradition 
covering the general study of  mission theology I am aware of. The other is by Elton 
Trueblood and is called, The Validity of  Christian Mission. Cattell’s is the more articulate 
and seasoned of  the two. The book sets out to give a general theology of  mission using 
Scripture, current missiological texts and his own experience as a missionary in India as 
the basis for his understanding.

Everett Cattell on the Great Commission
Cattell believes that mission must start from the Great Commission, not only a central 
theme in the New Testament, but a central theme throughout all of  Scripture. He remarks 
that if  the Gospels authors would not have penned the Great Commission, it would not 
matter because we would still have the implicit command to go (Cattell, 1981:1).  For 
Cattell, the Gospels offer a full picture of  the commission as it progressed through the 
various evangelist’s accounts. Mark’s version is a bit simplistic (Mark 16:15) in that it does 
not discuss disciple-making, which makes Matthew 18-20 a far more complete reading of  
the commission’s prescription by showing the need for an actual harvest in our mission-
ary act (Cattell, 2). John’s gospel (20:21-22), being the latest and most developed, is what 
Cattell finally lands on as the central key to mission because of  its focus on Jesus. Cattell 
suggests that Jesus becomes the primary example for the church’s mission, he says:

“Christ is the heart, the pattern, the motivation, and the embodiment 
of  mission. The Incarnation is the primary source of  missionary principle. 
Identification with Christ must be so complete that the most relevant com-
mand in the commission is Christ’s word, “Receive the Holy Spirit” (Cattell, 2).

He then breaks down these versions of  the Commission into five key principles of  
mission: Mobility (Go), Penetration (into all nations), Communication (teaching them to 
observe), Conversion (baptizing them), Authority (all authority I give you). These five 
principles make up the remainder of  his book: Christian Mission: A Matter of  Life. I will be 
discussing some of  these concepts that stood out to me as being unique to his program 
in the following weeks.
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Everett Cattell’s Principle of Authority
Cattell’s understanding of  
authority is derived from Christ, 
who is the head of  the church. 
He argues that there is a tendency 
in the church to choose some 
one authority over another. 
Christ as head relativizes argu-
ments over authority of  
Scripture, tradition, Spirit, etc. 
Rather we “must see the organic 
whole and each part functioning 
within the total organism, and 
each organ receiving its relative 
authority from that which is 
Christ” (Cattell, 8). This state-

ment sounds close to post-foundationalism (a philosophical-theological movement 
newly espoused the later half  of  the twentieth-century).

David Johns picks up on this saying that Cattell “criticized evangelicals who 
respond to critiques of  the Scripture by beginning statements of  faith with a justifi-
cation of  Scripture and by arguing that ‘…the Bible is our final and only authority’” 
(Johns, 1992:15 fn.16). Johns also rightly draws a connection between Cattell’s more 
nuanced position and what has become known as the quadrilateral, where Scripture, 
tradition, reason and experience all work together (ibid). While Cattell never appeals to 
early Friends, in this chapter or elsewhere in the book, it seems to me that at least on this 
point he exemplifies a very compelling Quaker position on religious authority. While he 
may have been able to make his point stronger by drawing on early Quaker theologian 
Robert Barclay and early Friends, his understanding points more towards his extending 
an argument that sought to bypass the conservative-liberal divide effected by moderniz-
ing tendencies in the church.

Later in his chapter on authority, Cattell discusses the absolutism of  the Kingdom 
of  God (Cattell, 20), where the authority of  Christ’s headship is lived out:

“The kingdom is totalitarian. The bliss for man in God’s totalitarianism 
is almost impossible for us to conceive, because historically we have had so 
many unhappy experiences of  unlimited power exercised by corrupt men” 
(ibid, 23).

The kingdom of  God motivates people to go out and share the good news. 
Disciples in Cattell’s missiology take on the role of  heralds or ambassadors who are sent 
forth from the King (11 Cor 15.19-20). An Ambassador is known for two things: 1) the 
finesse of  his diplomacy and 2) the depth of  his comprehension of  his government’s 
purpose” (23). For Cattell there are three axioms of  the Christian ambassador: “First: 
His king has absolute authority. Second: He is sent, not to favorable allies, but to a king-
dom in rebellion – the most difficult of  all diplomatic missions. Third: His message is an 
authoritative demand to repent and be reconciled” (24).

Cattell sees all authority stemming from Christ’s headship, who is the root of  
Scripture, tradition, reason and experience. This authority then gets acted out, performed, 
in the reality of  God’s kingdom. If  God’s reign is at hand, then we the church, are the 
messengers and citizens who participate in that reign. One criticism I have on his view is 
the choice of  language around the idea of  the kingdom as totalitarian. I can appreciate 
Cattell’s desire to show how the kingdom is alternative to the world’s kingdoms (and their 
totalitarian rule) but I think his terminology overplays this imagery; the kingdom of  God 
isn’t totalitarian, but conversely:

“…It is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in the garden; 
it grew and became a tree, and the birds of  the air made nests in its branches.” 
And again he said, “To what should I compare the kingdom of  God? It is like 
yeast that a woman took and mixed in with three measures of  flour until all of  
it was leavened.”” (Luke 13:18-21 NRSV)

This influences Cattell’s understanding of  the ‘herald,’ who he takes to have 
authority to demand repentance. But following John Howard Yoder I take a different 
route on the authority of  the herald. Yoder argues that the:

“Herald announces an event. The event is announced as true, of  
course, and in fact as very important for the hearers, especially for those who 
have not heard it before. If  it were not true the herald would not be raining his 
or her voice. Yet, no once is forced to believe. What the herald reports is not 
permanent, timeless, logical insights but contingent, particular events. If  those 
events are true, and if  others join the herald to carry the word along, they will 
with time develop a doctrinal system, to help distinguish between more and 
less adequate ways of  proclaiming; but that system, those formulae, will not 
become what they proclaim” (1994:256).

Therefore:

“The truth claim of  the herald or witness must remain thus non-coer-
cive if  it is to be valid. You never have to believe it. For that there are two rea-
sons. First, because the message concerns a contingent, particular event within 
the challengeable relativity of  historical reporting. It will always be possible to 
believe that the Exodus and Sinai, or the Resurrection and Ascension did not 
happen but were imagine later, or were misreported. Secondly, you do not have 
to believe it because the herald has not clout. He or she cannot bring it about 
that if  you refuse to believe you must be destroyed or demoted. In fact, it is the 
herald who is vulnerable, not a full citizen.”

Yoder’s understanding of  herald accepts weakness, because that’s what his or her 
message is about, the herald as Christian messenger of  the kingdom is about the suf-
fering servant and thus seeks to also imitate Christ as a medium of  that message. Here 
authority takes on an entirely different epistemological stance towards the ‘other’ instead 
of  being rooted in power, totalitarianism, and force it is itself  humble, weak, and peace-
able. If  our authority is in Christ both the message and messenger will take this form.
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Everett Cattell: Communication As Witness
A good theological understanding of  communi-
cation begins with the incarnation and John 1; 
Quaker Missionary Everett Cattell covers this 
thoroughly before moving onto a more in depth 
discussion of  what it means for the Christian 
missionary to communicate, or witness for/to 
the Gospel. Maturion in the Greek means “to 
bear in mind,” or “to remember.” As its usage 
progressed throughout history it became a legal 
word having to do with establishing facts in 
court. Later it was broadened even further, from 
giving evidence concerning observable facts 
to giving witness to one’s views, truths, or con-
victions” (Christian Mission, 1981:58). It is this 
latter definition that Cattell picks up on. In early 
Christianity, maturion developed into a term 
identifying witnesses who died for their faith and 
is where our word martyr comes from.  Cattell, 

while happily acknowledging the moving power of  such a commitment to faith, sees this 
linguistic connection as having trivialized the witness of  the daily living out of  one’s faith 
a feature of  the Gospel he wants to recover (58). He turns to the new testament to give 
draw a clearer picture of  what witness means.

For Cattell, maturion in the NT works together with three other concepts: keryg-
ma (proclamation), diakonia (service), and koinonia (fellowship). These three concepts 
help to flesh out the role of  the missionary witness and his or her task in sharing the 
Gospel. First, kerygma, the message is delivered by the herald, the one who has been 
entrusted the message. The herald has a self-assured voice that is heard and operates 
with a sense of  authority bestowed upon him or her (60). Second, diakonia, the witness 
of  the missionary also works as service to a sense of  need. This is based off  of  “You 
shall love you neighbor” (Lev. 19:18). Service should never work out of  a “bait and 
switch” mentality, this is not how Jesus did it in the Gospels, this is not how the church 
should do it (67). For Jesus, his “…healings were a sheer demonstration of  the love of  
God,” and this is the mode the church ought to work out of. Third, koinonia, witness 
also operates as a “fellowship of  the repentant.” This is the assembly who work in unity 
(73). Cattell uses koinonia as a contrast to the problems he sees in the institutionalized 
church. Throughout church history koinonia faded and was replaced by the “structured 
church.” This structured church view finally was equated with the kingdom of  God under 
Constantine (74). The koinonia of  the repentant is the remedy to institutionalization.

However, Cattell is not arguing to throw out the institutional church altogether, 
or even abandon it, what we need is to recover the koinonia within these institutions, 
as well as outside them, recognizing that this move may render some of  our struc-
tures irrelevant. To develop this just a bit further Cattell gives us three features to the 

biblical notion of  koinonia:
• Mutual Acceptance: “the church becomes an accepting body” (77). This 
acceptance means the church is to be open to one another regardless of  race 
or color, denomination, etc.

• Mutual Edification: growing together in maturity, being open to confess our 
sins to one another, be honest with one another, etc.

• Organic Unity: there are real differences between men, women, black, white, 
young and old but we are “all one in Christ Jesus.”

Cattell argues that through this process of  witness, “The repentant now follow 
the King, get their directions, and their life style, and their ethics, not from the surround-
ing culture but from the kingdom of  God in which they have begun to life” (75).
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