
 

T H E  S U N F L O W E R   
L I M I T S  T O  F O R G I V E N E S S  

Time needed 30 mins 

Age range Any teen 

Background of teen Any background 

Set up Classroom style 

 
Goals: The Jewish approach to forgiveness, Yom Kippur cannot atone for aveiros bein adam lechavero 

Relevance: Forgiveness and its limitations and yom kippur 
 
Active Learning:  
Introduce the sunflower book. Give out the dilemma sheet and read together as a class or explain in your 
own words. 
Explain a little more about the book if necessary. 
Mention that Simon Weisenthal visited the Nazi’s mother but did not tell her the truth about her son. 
 
There are a number of ways you can run this session. You can give out a few of the responses printed below 
and ask groups to present the view they read and discuss as a group.  You can ask them to write the view of 
the writer on big paper and present or ask groups to circle round and read eachother’s papers. 
 
You could choose not to use the views of the religious leaders and just have small groups write their own 
ideas down to answer the question of Weisenthal’s dilemma.  You could give out large paper to write on or 
simply run a group discussion. 
 
Supplies needed: 
1. Dilemma sheets 
2. Markers and large paper 
 
Step by step planning: 
Time Facilitator Activity Teen activity 
5 mins Introduce sunflower book  
5- 10 mins Introduce the dilemma Read the dilemma sheet together 
10 mins Present the world leaders essays 

Or facilitate discussion 
Work through essays  
Or participate in discussion 

5 – 10 mins Torah view include Heschel’s essay  
 

 



 
 
 

Wrap up message and Torah thought: 

Mishna Yoma ( 8:9 ) מסכת יומא פרק ח 
"Sins between one man and his friend, Yom Kippur 
does not atone for until one appeases his friend." 

עבירות שבין אדם למקום, יום הכיפורים מכפר; 
אין יום הכיפורים מכפר, עד --שבינו לבין חברו
 .שירצה את חברו

Rambam, Hilchot Teshuvah Perek 2, Halakha 9 ב הלכה ב פרק תשובה הלכות ם"רמב  
Teshuvah and Yom Kippur only forgive for sins 
between Man and Hashem, for example, eating 
something non-kosher… 
However, sins between a person and his friend, for 
example, hurting a friend or cursing a friend, or 
stealing, etc. can never be forgiven until you make up 
to your friend what you did wrong. Even if you return 
the money you stole, you still have to ask for 
forgiveness. This is true even if you only hurt your 
friend through words. 
If your friend doesn’t want to forgive you then bring 
three people along and apologise to your friend in 
front of them, with the three people encouraging him 
to forgive you. If your friend still refuses to forgive 
you, do this a second and third time. If your friend 
still won’t forgive you then you no longer have to ask 
for forgiveness. He is now considered the person in 
the wrong for not forgiving you. 
However, it is your rabbi [main teacher for Torah], 
then you have to return to ask forgiveness even a 
thousand times until he forgives you. 

 על אלא מכפרין הכפורים יום ולא התשובה אין
 דבר שאכל מי... כגון למקום אדם שבין עבירות

 אסור
 את החובל כגון לחבירו אדם שבין עבירות אבל

 אינו בהן וכיוצא גוזלו או חבירו המקלל או חבירו
 חייב שהוא מה לחבירו שיתן עד לעולם לו נמחל

 לו חייב שהוא ממון לו שהחזיר פ"אע, וירצהו לו
 לא אפילו, לו שימחול ממנו ולשאול לרצותו צריך

 ולפגע לפייסו צריך בדברים אלא חבירו את הקניט
 מביא לו למחול חבירו רצה לא, לו שימחול עד בו
 בו ופוגעין מריעיו אדם בני שלשה של שורה לו

 שניה לו מביא להן נתרצה לא, ממנו ומבקשין
 מחל שלא וזה לו והולך מניחו רצה לא ושלישית

  רבו היה ואם, החוטא הוא
 לו שימחול עד פעמים אלף אפילו ובא הולך

 BACKGROUND FOR THE BOOK 

Put yourself in the position of a prisoner in a concentration camp. A dying Nazi soldier asks for your 
forgiveness. What would you do? In The Sunflower, Simon Wiesenthal raises that question for readers to 
wrestle with, and they have been passionately doing so ever since.  
As a young man imprisoned in a Nazi concentration camp, Wiesenthal was taken one day from his labour 
brigade to a hospital at the request of Karl, a mortally wounded Nazi soldier. Tormented by the crimes in 
which he had participated, including the murder of a family with a small child, the SS man wanted to 
confess to--and if possible, receive absolution from--a Jew.  
Wiesenthal, left the room in silence, but remained intrigued by the issues the man's request raised about 
the limits and possibilities of forgiveness. Must we, can we, forgive the repentant criminal, no matter how 
heinous the crime? Can we forgive crimes committed against others? What do we owe the victims?  
Twenty-five years after the Holocaust, Wiesenthal asked leading intellectuals what they would have done in 
his place. Collected into one volume, their responses became one of the most enduring documents of 
Holocaust literature and a touchstone of interfaith dialogue. Their answers reflect the teachings of their 
diverse beliefs, and remind us that Wiesenthal's question is not limited only to events of the past. 



 



 



 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



PUT YOURSELF IN THE POSITION OF A PRISONER IN A CONCENTRATION CAMP. 

A DYING NAZI SOLDIER ASKS FOR YOUR FORGIVENESS. 

W H A T  W O U L D  Y O U  D O ?   

In The Sunflower Simon Wiesenthal describes an incident from his time as a prisoner in a Lvov work squad: 
he is summoned to the bedside of a dying Nazi, who wants him, the Jew, to grant him absolution for his 
participation in the extermination of Jews. Tormented by the crimes in which he had participated, including 
the murder of a family with a small child, the SS man wanted to confess to--and if possible, receive 
absolution from--a Jew.  
 
After listening to the young man’s lengthy confession, Wiesenthal leaves the room without saying a word. 
In the story he explains why he could not grant the man his last wish and forgive him for what he had done: 
he felt he had no right to forgive on behalf of others, in this case the people murdered by the man. The 
question of guilt and forgiveness, however, and all of the subtle issues connected with it would not let him 
rest – and so he writes in his story:  
 
“Today, I sometimes think of the young SS man. Every time I enter a hospital, every time I see a nurse, or a 
man with his head bandaged, I recall him. Or when I see a sunflower….  
I have often tried to imagine how that young SS man would have behaved if he had been put on trial 
twenty-five years later….  
 
When I recall the insolent replies and the mocking grins of many of these accused, it is difficult for me to 
believe that my repentant SS man would also have behaved in that way…. Yet ought I to have forgiven him? 
Today the world demands that we forgive and forget the heinous crimes committed against us. It urges that 
we draw a line, and close the account as if nothing had ever happened.  
 
We who suffered in those dreadful days, we who cannot obliterate the hell we endured, are forever being 
advised to keep silent….  
 
There are many kinds of silence. Indeed it can be more eloquent than words, and it can be interpreted in 
many ways.  
 
Was my silence at the bedside of the dying Nazi right or wrong? This is a profound moral question that 
challenges the conscience of the reader of this episode, just as much as it once challenged my heart and my 
mind.” 
 
Wiesenthal, left the room in silence, but remained intrigued by the issues the man's request raised about 
the limits and possibilities of forgiveness. Must we, can we, forgive the repentant criminal, no matter how 
heinous the crime? Can we forgive crimes committed against others? What do we owe the victims? 
Twenty-five years after the Holocaust, Wiesenthal asked leading intellectuals what they would have done in 
his place. Collected into one volume, their responses became one of the most enduring documents of 
Holocaust literature and a touchstone of interfaith dialogue. Their answers reflect the teachings of their 
diverse beliefs, and remind us that Wiesenthal's question is not limited only to events of the past. 
 


