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This June, NRCAT encourages congregations and religious organizations to focus on the need for 
accountability for U.S.-sponsored torture since September 11, 2001.  NRCAT continues our call for 
a nonpartisan Commission of Inquiry (www.nrcat.org/coi) to be appointed by the President and/or 
the Congress.  Learning from the past is the best way to build a torture-free future.  NRCAT has 
also called upon the Attorney General to appoint a Special Prosecutor (www.nrcat.org/prosecutor) 
to investigate the use of torture. 
 
This Discussion Guide is designed for a 60-minute adult discussion in congregations on the 
importance of accountability for torture.  It is based on the discussion of torture as a desecration of 
God’s image in the recent book, Because It Is Wrong: Torture, Privacy, and Presidential Power in 
the Age of Terror by Charles and Gregory Fried (Norton, 2010).  Because it is unlikely that 
members of the community will have read the book, this guide centers around an interview that the 
authors of the book did with Scott Horton for Harper’s Magazine.  The suggested outline includes 
10 minutes for participants to read the article, but distributing the article in advance would allow 
more time for discussion.  The authors draw upon language in Genesis describing humans as 
created in God’s image, one way of articulating the belief that God created each human being with 
dignity and worth.  This discussion centers around two key questions: 

• As people of faith who take God seriously, what does that imply about our obligations for 
taking the image of God found in every person seriously? 

• How should our nation repent for having desecrated the image of God through the torture of 
detainees held in the war on terror?  Why is this moral reckoning necessary to move forward 
as a nation? 

 
Materials: 

• Copies of the interview “Because It Is Wrong: Six Questions for Charles and Gregory Fried” 
(Scott Horton, Harper’s Magazine; www.harpers.org/archive/2011/01/hbc-90007924)  

• Copies of Leon Golub’s painting Interrogation 1 
(http://mugwump.pitzer.edu/~bkeeley/CLASS/PA/Spr04/Interrogation_I_1981.jpg)  

• Texts from your religious tradition about being created in God’s image (optional) 
• Copies of the NRCAT petition about a nonpartisan Commission of Inquiry 

(www.nrcat.org/COIpetition) 
• Copies of the handout with discussion questions (appended to this document) 
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A suggested outline of the discussion: 
• Open with prayer (or the appropriate opening in your tradition). (2 minutes) 
• Discussion of your religious tradition’s teachings regarding humans’ inherent dignity and 

worth, being created in God’s image, using the first set of questions below. (10 minutes)  
• Give everyone a copy of the Horton article and Interrogation 1.  Ask them to consider the 

second set of questions. (10-15 minutes) 
• Group discussion of the article and the second set of questions. (25-35 minutes) 
• Offer participants the opportunity to sign the National Religious Campaign Against 

Torture’s (NRCAT) petition for a Commission of Inquiry. (2-5 minutes) 
 
Discussion: 
One of the shared values that bind the Abrahamic faiths together is that God has created all human 
beings, bestowing each of them with dignity and worth, sacred in God’s sight.  Some scriptures 
describe humans as being created in God’s image.  In Genesis 1:27, we read: “God created the 
human in God’s image, in the image of God, God created him; male and female God created them.”  
Being created in God’s image is not an ideal reserved for a specific subset of people, for your 
neighbors or those you agree with.  Every human being is created in the image of God, friend and 
enemy.  Since the creation of the human being represents the pinnacle of creation in the first chapter 
of Genesis, one could argue that humankind’s creation in God’s image is the cornerstone of the 
blueprint of the universe.  It is an overriding value.  
 
Note: if you are able, this is a good place to bring in additional texts about creation in the image of 
God from your religious tradition. 
 
Today, the appeal to moral values in a dangerous world is sometimes made out to be weak or trivial, 
but it is actually a sign of strength, a counterbalance of the impulse for revenge.  Acting out of 
revenge is easy.  Finding God in every human being is hard. 
 
Questions: 

1) What does it mean to you that every human being is created in God’s image? 
2) What values flow from that statement? 
3) What American values might flow from that statement? 
4) How does the use of torture desecrate God’s image? 
5) How does the value not to torture because it desecrates God’s image intersect with the value 

of saving a life? 
 

Note: The last question is likely to come up even if not addressed directly, because it relates to the 
ticking time bomb scenario.  The question needs to be addressed on two levels.  One, that the 
ticking time bomb scenario is a philosophic construct (see “The Myth of the Ticking Time Bomb” 
by Alfred McCoy; www.progressive.org/mag_mccoy1006), since torture does not produce reliable 
information, and two, that we have an ethical imperative to survive without betraying our most 
cherished values.  We might survive if we torture, but there is a question as to what we have 
survived as.  This second point is addressed in the article.  
 
The Authors: Charles Fried was Solicitor General under President Reagan.  His son Gregory is a 
professor of Philosophy.  In the years since the September 11, 2001, attacks on New York and 
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Washington, they spoke together at length about both the outcry over erosions of privacy (such as 
the increased use of electronic surveillance) and the relative public silence over the use of torture 
against detainees held in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Guantanamo.  They regarded the American public’s 
acquiescence to the legalization of the use of torture as a sign of the weakening of long-held moral 
values about safety and security.  It was not correct to argue that these were necessary acts done to 
protect the greater good, since torture could never be justified.  Their book, Because It Is Wrong: 
Torture, Privacy, and Presidential Power in the Age of Terror, is a summary of their discussions.  
The Frieds’ argument about the differences between the cases of torture and warrantless 
wiretapping can be summarized as “Torture is illegal because it is wrong, and electronic 
surveillance is wrong—when it is—because it is illegal.”  Their key finding against the use of 
torture—which they reason can be made from both religious and humanistic grounds—is that the 
use of torture desecrates the image of God. 
 
Break into groups of two or three people and have them read the Horton article and consider the 
Golub painting together.  Each group should then consider the questions below.  After about 10 
minutes of discussion, bring the group back together and ask for general reactions to the article, as 
well as specific reactions to this second set of discussion questions. 

1) In the discussion of Interrogation 1 in the Frieds’ book, they describe the image of God as 
hanging between the two officers.  As a person of faith, how do you react to that statement?  
Does the use of the painting change how you imagine an interrogation of a detainee?  

2) Horton raises the question on the minds of many, that if you can kill your enemy in wartime, 
then surely you can also torture them.  How do the Frieds counter that line of reasoning?  Is 
mere survival really the highest goal? 

3) Gregory Fried writes: “Just as we expect soldiers to display courage in war, to risk their 
lives in a cause, we must ask for a similar courage from all citizens of a free country: to 
renounce tools of war and interrogation, such as torture, that seem to promise increased 
safety, but which in fact constitute a poison pill for democratic values.”  How have we 
responded to that challenge as a nation?  How do we work to regain that moral ground? 

4) Why does Charles Fried argue that we do not need a new moral consensus around torture 
but a renewed one?  

5) Has the character of the American people changed as a result of the use of torture? 
6) How do the Frieds differ in their ideas about accountability for the use of torture?  Which 

side do you find compelling? 
7) What ideas are there in your religious tradition about accountability and repentance?  How 

can we actualize these values as a nation? 
 
Discuss the NRCAT call for a Commission of Inquiry (more info on the Commission of Inquiry, 
including an FAQ document can be found here: www.nrcat.org/coi).  Ask people to endorse the 
interfaith call for a Commission of Inquiry by signing the petition. 
 
 
Rabbi Rachel Kahn-Troster is Director of Education and Outreach for Rabbis for Human Rights-
North America. Ordained in 2008 from the Jewish Theological Seminary, where she was a student 
activist and leader, she is a noted speaker and writer on Judaism and human rights. She serves on 
the board of the National Religious Campaign Against Torture. 
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Discussion Questions 

Part I 

1) What does it mean to you that every human being is created in God’s image? 
2) What values flow from that statement? 
3) What American values might flow from that statement? 
4) How does the use of torture desecrate God’s image? 
5) How does the value not to torture because it desecrates God’s image intersect 

with the value of saving a life? 
 

Part II 

1) In the discussion of Interrogation 1 in the Frieds’ book, they describe the image 
of God as hanging between the two officers. As a person of faith, how do you 
react to that statement? Does the use of the painting change how you imagine an 
interrogation of a detainee?  

2) Horton raises the question on the minds of many, that if you can kill your enemy 
in wartime, then surely you can also torture them. How do the Frieds counter that 
line of reasoning? Is mere survival really the highest goal? 

3) Gregory Fried writes: “Just as we expect soldiers to display courage in war, to 
risk their lives in a cause, we must ask for a similar courage from all citizens of a 
free country: to renounce tools of war and interrogation, such as torture, that 
seem to promise increased safety, but which in fact constitute a poison pill for 
democratic values.” How have we responded to that challenge as a nation? How 
do we work to regain that moral ground? 

4) Why does Charles Fried argue that we do not need a new moral consensus 
around torture but a renewed one?  

5) Has the character of the American people changed as a result of the use of 
torture? 

6) How do the Frieds differ in their ideas about accountability for the use of torture? 
Which side do you find compelling? 

7) What ideas are there in your religious tradition about accountability and 
repentance? How can we actualize these values as a nation? 
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