
A publication of the O!ce of Public Witness



I. INTRODUCTION

What Is Holy
Discontentment?

Holy discontentment is 
what we feel when we look 
at the world and know, 
deep down, that something 
isn’t right — and that it 
doesn’t have to be this 
way. It’s the restlessness 
that rises up in us when we 
see injustice, inequality, or 
su!ering and sense that 
God is calling us to respond. 
It is not just anger or 
frustration — it is a faithful 
discomfort, rooted in hope 
for something better.
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In Scripture, the prophets often name this feeling. They speak out against 
broken systems and harmful practices, not because they’ve given up, 
but because they believe in God’s vision for justice and healing. In Isaiah, 
we hear that vision described as a world where “your ancient ruins shall 
be rebuilt ... you shall be called the repairer of the breach, the restorer of the 
streets to live in” (Isaiah 58:12).

Jesus also lived out holy discontentment. Throughout the New Testament, 
he talks about the reign of God — a new way of life breaking into the 
world, where the poor are lifted up, the sick are healed and the forgotten 
are brought close. The good news is that we are invited to be part of that 
transformation. As followers of Christ, we are called to speak up, to care for 
others and to work alongside God in building a more just world.

In this guide, we focus particularly on how holy discontentment can move 
us to engage with systems of power — to speak truth to policymakers, 
legislators and appointed o"cials. It is through faithful advocacy and 
public witness that we help shape policies rooted in compassion, equity 
and justice.

ABOUT THE OFFICE OF PUBLIC WITNESS

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) O"ce of 
Public Witness (OPW) is the public policy 
and advocacy o"ce of the General 
Assembly, based in Washington, D.C. 
The o"ce represents the social witness 
policy of the church before Congress 
and the administration, lifting up the 
values and commitments expressed 
through General Assembly resolutions. 
As a ministry of prophetic witness in the 
public square, the OPW seeks to bring the 
voice of faith to matters of justice, peace 
and the common good.

In addition to carrying out the policy mandates 
of the church, the O"ce of Public Witness supports 
Presbyterians in their own advocacy e!orts. Whether individuals and 
congregations are engaging locally, at the state level, or nationally, the 
O"ce of Public Witness sta! are available to o!er tools, training, guidance 
and encouragement. From providing brie#ngs on policy priorities and 
writing templates to connecting advocates with elected leaders, the o"ce 
equips Presbyterians to faithfully engage public life.



|     4     |

Grounded in Scripture and Reformed theology, the O"ce of Public 
Witness helps translate our faith into action. The sta! works on a wide 
range of policy priorities — immigration, climate justice, voting rights, 
global and domestic economic equity, human rights, gun violence 
prevention and more — all with the goal of advancing the Church’s 
witness in the world and building a more just society.

The O"ce of Public Witness also o!ers digital resources, action alerts, 
and opportunities for advocacy and learning, including prayer vigils, 
workshops, webinars and monthly policy brie#ng calls. Whatever your 
context, the o"ce stands ready to walk with you in your e!orts to speak 
and act for justice.

PURPOSE OF THIS GUIDE

This guide is intended to help Presbyterians faithfully engage in public 
life through advocacy, organizing and witness. Rooted in the Reformed 
tradition and the social witness policies of the Presbyterian Church 

(U.S.A.), it o!ers both theological grounding and 
practical tools for individuals, congregations and 

mid councils seeking to respond to injustice.

Many people of faith feel called to act 
but are unsure where to begin. This 

resource is designed to bridge that gap. 
It provides re$ections on the spiritual 
foundations of advocacy and outlines 
tangible ways to take action — 
through writing, speaking, organizing, 
and building relationships in the 
community and with public o"cials.

Above all, this guide serves as a starting 
point for those ready to raise their voices, 

deepen their witness, and live more fully 
into the call to seek justice, love mercy and 

walk humbly with God.





II. GROUNDED IN FAITH: WHY WE ADVOCATE 

Scripture Foundation for Public Witness

From the earliest pages of Scripture, God calls 
people not only into relationship but also 
into responsibility — for their neighbors, their 
communities and the world around them.
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The prophets speak out against injustice, exploitation and idolatry, not 
as outsiders, but as people grounded in covenant with God. In Isaiah 1, 
God says, “Learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed; defend the 
orphan; plead for the widow.”

In the New Testament, Jesus embodies this prophetic tradition. His teachings 
and actions consistently challenge systems that harm the vulnerable. Whether 
feeding the hungry, healing the sick or welcoming the stranger, Jesus shows 
us that public witness is an essential expression of faith.

ADVOCACY AS A SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE 

Advocacy is not separate from discipleship — it is one way we live it out. 
To follow Christ is to care deeply about the conditions in which people 
live and to act when those conditions fall short of 
what God intends. Ensuring impacted voices are 
included when decisions about their lives are 
being made, holding leaders accountable, 
and advocating for systems that re$ect 
compassion and equity are all faithful 
responses to a Gospel that proclaims 
good news to the poor.

Presbyterians have long a"rmed 
that faith has public dimensions. We 
are called to participate in civic life 
— not for power’s sake, but for our 
neighbors’ sake.

Advocacy as a spiritual discipline is a 
faithful expression of our commitment to 
civic discipleship — where our spiritual lives 
and civic responsibilities intersect in the pursuit 
of justice, peace and the common good.

JUSTICE IN SCRIPTURE

Justice, in Scripture, is more than punishment or fairness. It is the 
restoration of right relationships — between people, Creation and God. 
The Hebrew word mishpat speaks to a vision of justice that is active, 
communal and deeply moral.

Micah 6:8 o!ers a simple and enduring summary: “What does the Lord 
require of you but to do justice and to love kindness and to walk humbly 
with your God?”
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This call is not abstract. It is embodied through our choices, policies and 
actions — especially in how we treat the poor, the stranger, the sick and 
the oppressed.

INTERFAITH AND ECUMENICAL PARTNERSHIP IN ADVOCACY

While our advocacy is grounded in Christian faith, we do not act alone. 
Across traditions, people of faith share common values: compassion, 
human dignity, peace and care for the vulnerable. Working in coalition 
with interfaith partners allows us to speak with greater moral clarity and 
broader reach.

Whether gathering for a vigil, co-signing a letter or showing up together 
at a legislative hearing, interfaith collaboration demonstrates that 
justice is not a partisan demand or a narrow cause — it is a shared moral 
commitment that crosses lines of belief and background.



III. ADVOCACY 101:
KNOW YOUR ROLE

What Is Advocacy 
(and What It Isn’t)?

Advocacy is the act of 
centering impacted 
voices and standing in 
solidarity with those 
harmed by injustice. It 
involves engaging public 
systems and decision-
makers to pursue policies 
that re$ect God’s call to 
justice, compassion and 
the inherent dignity of all 
people.
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As Penn State Educational Equity de#nes it, advocacy includes “organized 
e!orts aimed at in$uencing public attitudes, policies and laws to create 
a more socially just society.” In a faith context, advocacy is rooted in 
discipleship — it re$ects the ministry of Jesus, who consistently stood 
with the marginalized.

Advocacy is not about promoting political parties or personal agendas. It 
is a faithful, public witness to the values of our faith.

UNDERSTANDING 501(C)(3) STATUS AND PUBLIC WITNESS

Churches may not endorse or oppose candidates for public o"ce. 
However, they can speak out on moral and justice issues, educate their 
members and urge elected o"cials to act. 

Presbyterian congregations are encouraged to advocate on a wide range 
of issues — from economic equity to environmental care — so long as 
they focus on issues rather than parties. The O"ce of Public Witness is 
available to help navigate this work faithfully and legally. Mid councils 
and congregations are encouraged to seek legal counsel as needed when 
engaging in advocacy.

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN ADVOCACY, 
PARTISAN POLITICS AND LOBBYING

• Advocacy is speaking out on issues of public concern.

• Partisan politics means supporting or opposing candidates or parties, 
which churches must avoid, but individuals can do. 

• Lobbying is urging action on speci#c legislation.

Understanding these di!erences allows congregations to act boldly while 
remaining compliant with legal and ethical guidelines.

CENTERING IMPACTED VOICES: A FAITHFUL 
CALL TO SPEAK AND STAND UP

Advocacy is not about having all the answers — it’s about showing up 
in love. As Ephesians 4 reminds us, we are called to live with humility, 
gentleness and unity. When we speak out, we bear witness to the hope 
and justice of the Gospel, joining our voices with those who are too often 
unheard.



IV. POWER AND 
PUBLIC LIFE

Understanding 
People Power

Power is often 
misunderstood. Many 
associate it with domination 
or control. But in its simplest 
form, power is the ability to 
act, to in$uence decisions 
and to shape the world 
around us. In advocacy 
and organizing, power is 
not something we seek for 
ourselves. It is something 
we build together in service 
to God’s vision of justice 
and wholeness.


