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T
ELL us about 
the origins of  
Matnat Chaim and 
especially your 

personal motivation in 
setting it up.

I was teaching in a yeshiva and also 
I was educational principal of a 
cheder  of 1200 boys. I had a round-
the-clock, non-stop schedule. 
Suddenly everything collapsed.  I 
developed a serious kidney disease 
and very quickly I needed dialysis. 

 I was on dialysis for nine months, 
three days a week, four hours at a 
time. On the couch next to me was 
a 19-year-old boy, Pinchas. Pinchas 
was from Kiryat Arba and he too was 
on dialysis. His only brother had 
been killed in the second Lebanon 
war and here he was, very ill. Since 
I am a Rabbi and a teacher and 
Pinchas was a young student who 
couldn’t learn regularly I started 
learning with him three times a 
week during dialysis. We became 
very close. During that time we 
were searching for a kidney. First our family 
was checked and did not match.  To make a long 
story short: a good friend donated a kidney for 
me. 

At my last dialysis, when I left the ward, 
Pinchas, with tears in his eyes, begged me “Please 
don’t leave me behind. I want to get married and 
have children. Please find me a donor too”.

After the operation, when I recovered, I started 
looking for a kidney for Pinchas. Eventually 
I found a wonderful lady who was interested 
in donating a kidney.  The donor started the 
process for a kidney transplant. Eight years ago 
this was a long, tedious process. One morning 
we received a call from Yaakov, Pinchas’s 
father. Pinchas had died during the night due to 
complications of the dialysis. The father said, I 
lost my two and only sons, one fighting for Israel 
and one fighting to overcome the bureaucracy of 
finding a kidney.

The day Pinchas passed away, Matnat Chaim 
was born. I said “No more. We’ve 
got to do something to change 
the situation in this country”. 
During the first year there were 
4 transplants, the second year 
there were 11, the third year 23. 
Now eight years later  Matnat 
Chaim  has been involved in over 
300 kidney transplants, almost all 
of them in Israel.

How does Matnat Chaim maintain 
awareness of its special mission?

 Our main activity is to find 
donors and match them to a person 
in need. We try and educate the 
public. We put special “Matnat 
Chaim” supplements in newspapers 
which describe inspiring stories 
about kidney donors and the 
suffering of kidney patients. I also 
give interviews for different media 
and we have conferences as well. 
We use all possible methods to get 
our message across.  For example, 
one Lag B’Omer we handed out 

thousands of booklets explaining about kidney 
transplants for people to read on the long 
bus ride from Jerusalem up to Meron. Those 
booklets made an impact, bringing in seven 
people to donate a kidney.

How do you find a potential donor for a 
patient?

We first try and convince family members to 
donate to their relative who needs a transplant. 
Only if there is no suitable family member do 
we look for an altruistic non-related donor. 
We have managed to change people’s outlook 
and belief about what a transplant from a live 
person means and have managed to broaden 
awareness of the need for kidney transplants.  
People now understand how hard it is to be on 
dialysis, and how easy it is to donate a kidney 
and save a life.

Until a few years ago, there was almost 
nobody who donated a kidney. The only thing 
that happened was illegal “buying and selling” 
of kidneys. It cost a fortune and often people 

were left with no kidney and no 
money.

Little by little a revolution 
began in Israel. This revolution 
has had a worldwide effect. We 
received a request from Stanford 
University Hospital (one of the 
main transplant centres in the 
world); they invited us to come 
and tell how we changed public 
awareness in Israel and they 
want to adapt the idea.  Also, a 
delegation from the EU came from 
Holland to Israel to discuss with 
us the principles of our work.

 You have been successful 
in this country.  Indeed, two 
Anglo-Jewish donors have been 
involved with Matnat Chaim 
recently. 

We prepared a special magazine 
in English which was distributed 
last Succos in the UK. This 
magazine was called Simcha shel 
Mitzvah and contained stories 
of kidney donors and the joy 
they experience at being able 
to perform this special mitzvah. 
From this magazine and from 
subsequent advertising in the UK 

several donors turned to us. 
How do potential donors find out about 

those in need of transplants?
 Potential donors turn to Matnat Chaim and 

tell us the type of person to which they want 
to donate. We then match them with the first 
person on our list (having a suitable blood 
group) who matches the criteria that the donor 
chooses. For example, a donor may request 
to donate to a child or to a mother of young 
children or to a non-smoker. We try to fulfill the 
donor’s request.

 For those not familiar with the procedure, 
are there any health risks involved to the 
donor?

As with any surgical procedure, there are 
potential risks of anaesthesia and infection. In 
fact, due to the minimally invasive method of 
surgery generally used (laparoscopy), these 
risks turn out to be minimal. 

Research has proven that kidney donation 
does not change the donor’s life 
expectancy nor does it increase the 
risk of developing kidney disease 
or other health problems. A person 
can live a normal, active life with 
one kidney. Research has indicated 
that one kidney is sufficient to 
maintain a healthy body. After 
recovery from the operation, a 
donor can work, drive, exercise and 
take part in sports, and continue 
with his usual activities. Being a 
kidney donor doesn’t affect the 
ability to have children, either.  
Several of our female kidney 
donors have subsequently given 
birth to healthy children after a 
normal pregnancy.

For more information about 
Matnat Chaim  contact  them on 
0800- 0488276 (UK number), 02-
500 0755 (Israel number) or by 
email on matnatc@gmail.com. 

Rabbi Heber receiving the prestigious Ministry of Health Shield Award given to 
exceptional volunteers from Rabbi Yaakov Litzman, the Health Minister.

 Investing in a life-saving venture
Matnat Chaim is an Israeli organization that encourages altruistic donations of kidneys to people who need it. The name Matnat Chaim has 

a double meaning: it is a gift of life and a gift of a kidney from a live person. Founder and Chairman of the organisation Rabbi Yeshayahu 

Heber has been in London this week as part of his ongoing campaign to raise awareness of the charity and its aims.

Mr Stephen Colman from Golders Green-far right-who donated his kidney via Matnat 
Chaim to Mr Philip Walters from Southend, Essex -far left.  Rabbi Heber is in the centre.


