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Editor’s letter
Imagine a prisoner sitting in a dark and dingy cell serving 
a life sentence. Suddenly the door swings open and he is 
released - he is free!  Out he flies like a butterfly in the field, 
seeing the flowers and rejoicing at the world outside the 
prison walls. This is the feeling of a dialysis patient when 
he hears that a kidney donor has offered to donate a kidney 
to him. 

Anyone not familiar with the reality of dialysis should thank 
God for his two functioning kidneys – or even for one.  The 
suffering of a dialysis patient is difficult to describe. The 
treatments can indeed keep a person alive – but with an 
extremely low quality of life.  Three times a week for several 
hours all the patient’s blood is diverted to flow through a 
dialysis machine (an artificial kidney), where waste products 
are filtered out of the bloodstream. This process causes the 
patients to become exhausted and weak. Moreover, the 
filtering membrane does not always distinguish between 
waste products and substances that are essential for normal 
functioning, causing many problematic side-effects that do 
not have effective treatments. Food and even drinking water 
are severely limited for dialysis patients.

A kidney transplant can restore a dialysis patient to good 
health instantly.  

This then, is the mission of the non-profit organization 
Matnat Chaim (Hebrew for ‘gift of life’) – to liberate 
kidney patients from the ongoing misery of dialysis by 
raising awareness of the need for kidney transplants from 
healthy volunteer donors. So far over 460 Israelis have 
voluntarily donated a kidney under the auspices of Matnat 
Chaim and granted freedom to the recipients. But Rabbi 
Yeshayahu Heber, the Chairman of Matnat Chaim is not 
about to slow down.   Matnat Chaim has now expanded to 
the UK!  So far two kidney transplants under the auspices of 
Matnat Chaim have taken place in the Royal Free Hospital 
in London; hopefully more will take place very soon.  

By receiving a kidney, dialysis patients are restored to good 
health and can function normally. As for the donors, they 
invariably report feelings of tremendous satisfaction and 
joy that last a lifetime. As one donor put it, “You have it in 
your power to save somebody’s life; think what that does 
for yours!”

At the start of the Jewish New Year, please do consider 
bestowing freedom on a patient who is a prisoner of dialysis.

We invite you to read and be inspired by the stories of our 
kidney donors.

happy new year

Judith Abrahams Ph.D 
  Deputy Director of Matnat Chaim/ Director of UK Dept    

Publisher: 
Matnat Chaim

Editor:
Judith Abrahams

Graphics and layout: 
052-7613177

Matnat Chaim: 
Kanfei Nesharim 15 (1st floor), 
Beit HaTeomim, Givat Shaul, 
Jerusalem 9546420 

Telephone:
Israel: 02-5000755
UK: 0800-0488276 

Fax:
++972-(0)72-255 5757 

email:
matnatc@gmail.com

website:
www.kilya.org.il/en

Production:
Pirsum Chen

 

This publication does not purport to take the place of individual consultation in all medical matters.

Sukkot 5758 (2017)                                                                                           

i
jo

5
A life-saving revolution 
is underway!

8
The gift I needed to 
give

10
President Rivlin hosts 
Matnat Chaim

12
A third partner

13
Total commitment

16
Trailblazer

17
Everyone can
ave  a lifeד

18
Truly international

19
I’m no hero!

22
Chain of chesed

26
Trying to survive on 
dialysis 

28
Matnat Chaim             
in the Knesset

29
Bonded by more than 
love 

30
Matnat Chaim     
Shabbat

A life-saving 
revolution
is underway... in Israel            
and now in the UK

A revolution involving living-donor 
transplants is taking place in Israel 
today due to the non-profit organization 
called Matnat Chaim.

Matnat Chaim is Hebrew for both gift of life and a 
living gift - a play on words which aptly describes 
a living kidney donation. 

The “revolution”, which has so far saved the 
lives over 460 people, began in 2007 when Rabbi 
Yeshayahu Heber, a school principal and a teacher 
at a prominent Jerusalem yeshiva, suffered sudden 
kidney failure and was forced to undergo difficult 
dialysis treatments until he received a kidney 
donation from a friend. Since that time, he and 
his wife have devoted themselves to the task of 
finding one kidney donor after another. Whether 
at home or at the office, while traveling and during 
meetings, they are concentrating on just one thing: 
finding the next kidney donor and saving another 
life. Everything else is commentary. 

Rabbi Heber likes to begin meetings by saying, 
“I suggest you sit with me for less than half an 
hour. If the meeting goes any longer you may find 
that you’re left with only one kidney because you 
donated the other one!” It’s hard to argue with him 
because it’s quite clear that Israel’s dramatically 
high rate of altruistic kidney donation is largely 
due to Rabbi Heber’s charismatic personality.

Doctors and medical experts from all over the 

Rabbi Heber receiving the Presidential Volunteer 
Medal for 2014 from then-President the late Mr. 
Shimon Peres.



Freedom | Matnat ChaimFreedom | Matnat Chaim 76

world have expressed amazement at the huge change in 
the statistics regarding live kidney donation in Israel 
over the past few years – the rate has more than tripled 
since Matnat Chaim was established. Hundreds of kidney 
recipients owe Rabbi Heber their lives. We spoke with the 
rabbi about his accomplishments and his hopes for the 
future. 

In the early days of Matnat Chaim, people thought Rabbi 
Heber was, at best, a dreamer; at worst, people ridiculed 
his idea of widespread altruistic kidney donation. “When 
I first began to speak to people about donating a kidney, 
I realized that the main roadblock was the total lack 
of awareness. The public knew nothing about kidney 
donation. It sounded terrifying, bizarre, divorced from 
reality. Even today I get many questions from people who 
have never thought about such a thing in their lives. There 
has certainly been an increase in awareness. The public is 
more aware and the numbers speak for themselves – over 
460 people have donated. The vast majority of these kidney 
donations took place in Israel in top hospitals (Beilinson, 
Hadassah, Ichilov and Rambam) and Matnat Chaim has 
also recently expanded to the UK and has arranged for 
two transplants in the Royal Free Hospital in London.” 

Rabbi Heber notes, “As time passes, increasing numbers 
of people have their names added to the waiting list for 
kidneys and yet more people continue to suffer in the 
hospitals. The dialysis department is a dreadful place. 
It is a terrifying experience that has a devastating effect 
on people, body and soul, but it is the only way to keep 
an end-stage kidney patient alive without a transplant. 
Sometimes I feel like crying when I think of the plight of 
the friends I left behind in the dialysis clinic. My hope is 
that we will find sufficient numbers of donors that there 
will be no more dialysis patients in Israel waiting for a 
transplant.” 

“It’s certainly true that donating a kidney is not easy,” 
Rabbi Heber continues. “The donor must be in excellent 
physical health and undergo a wide-ranging series of 
medical and psychological tests to ensure that his or her 
health will not be compromised and also to ensure that there 
is no element of organ trafficking. But at the completion 
of the process the donor has the profound satisfaction of 
knowing that he or she has rescued someone from dialysis 
and all its hardships and even from early death, and there 
is no more exalted feeling than that!”

Kidney donor Marci Rapp (R) with her recipient Shulamit Gertl.

Rabbi Heber explains once again that the idea of Matnat 
Chaim originated from his desire to rescue the friends 
he left behind in the dialysis clinic. “In the clinic I met 
a young man from a family who had already lost a son, 
and we became very close. In the end, following my own 
transplant I was able to walk out of there, but for him no 
donor was found in time, and to my great sorrow he died 
suddenly while on his way to dialysis. I promised myself 
that I would do everything possible to find donors for 
the others that I knew in dialysis, and for all those who 
would come later. I myself have been through the pain 
of dialysis, the wrenching physical and mental anguish, 
and I understand that it is possible that with relatively 
little effort these people can be saved. It is certainly true 
that the donor must undergo an operation, but that is a 
small price to pay to save a life – to return a functioning 
father or mother to their children or to save a child who 
still has his entire life ahead of him! For the donor it 
means a relatively minor procedure with a short period 
of inconvenience, but for the recipient it means a second 
chance at a full, healthy life!”

Rabbi Heber has received the Presidential Volunteer 
Medal as well as the Health Minister’s Shield, both 
recognizing his exemplary volunteerism. These two 
awards demonstrate the extent to which the idea of living 
kidney donation has penetrated Israel society, slowly 
and surely turning an option that wasn’t previously on 
the table into a real possibility. Rabbi Heber’s vision has 
become a reality. Today there are well over a hundred 
potential kidney donations in the pipeline, with potential 
altruistic donors undergoing testing for suitability and 
for compatibility with their respective recipients. 

“We are dealing with human life. There are so many 
people who could donate but are simply unaware of 
the possibility, or lack awareness concerning the vital 
importance of the procedure. I’m sure that within a few 
years, with God’s help, there will be far fewer people on 
the waiting list and that we’ll win this battle. The rate 

of altruistic donation in Israel is apparently the highest 
in the world. But the most meaningful outcome is in the 
home of each recipient with the return to the family of a 
healthy father, mother or child.”

One of the most frequent questions to Rabbi Heber 
concerns the mistaken impression that observant Jews 
are forbidden to donate organs owing to the restrictions 
of Jewish law. Non-religious people who learn about 
Rabbi Heber and Matnat Chaim are often surprised. 
He responds by noting that nearly all of today’s leading 
halachic authorities whole-heartedly support kidney 
donation by a living donor. The prohibition of organ 
donation by some rabbis concerns the harvesting of 
organs from deceased donors, an issue that Matnat 
Chaim does not deal with at all. Jewish law regarding 
living donation is fully in line with current medical 
opinion: that living kidney donation is permitted and 
desirable. 

“Our work is not yet done. There are still hundreds of 
patients waiting for kidneys and I pray to God that we 
will succeed in helping as many of them as possible. 
Anyone who is medically able to donate a kidney and is 
interested in considering it can receive all the necessary 
information from Matnat Chaim, on our website or in 
our offices. Matnat Chaim will support you all along the 
way”.

Kidney donor Judy Singer from 
Kibbutz Merav (L) with her 
recipient Rena from Haifa
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weight for the occasion! I had a positive attitude from the 
start thanks to the support of my family and was really 
looking forward to helping Gabriel; he was on dialysis 
three times a week, constantly exhausted and had an 
extremely limited diet. Once I had met his children, I was 
determined that Gabriel would stand under the chuppah 
for all their weddings in good health!

The day of the procedure was approaching. At every 
appointment, I was told that I could change my mind 
whenever I wanted. Gabriel and Debbie also told me 
the same while pledging their friendship whatever the 
outcome, but of course I wanted to go ahead!

Along with the medical tests, I was interviewed by a panel 
where I had to prove that I was receiving no financial 

compensation from the procedure, and that I was in 
full command of my senses. Apparently, I was the most 
enthusiastic donor the panel had ever come across! I was 
told that I would be the first female donor in the UK to 
be able to donate a kidney under the auspices of Matnat 
Chaim.

The day before the transplant, in early July, we met 
Gabriel and Debbie for breakfast. This was a very special 
occasion as Rabbi Yeshayahu Heber, the founder of Matnat 
Chaim, his wife and Dr. Judith Abrahams had flown in 
from Israel for the transplant and they joined us for this 
joyous breakfast. I had received special blessings from 
many important rabbis and I felt ready.

On the night before the donation, many thoughts occupied 
my mind. I was so excited that the next morning I would 
be able to fulfil the mitzvah I so very happily wanted to do. 
Finally, it was going to be a reality. I felt protected by the 
Almighty, and was sure that whatever happened would be 
for the best. I truly looked forward to being able to give my 
kidney with a full heart.

In the morning, I got up early and arrived at the hospital 
at 7.30 a.m. with a big smile on my face. I was hopeful 
that my calm and positive demeanor would help allay any 
of my children’s concerns. Both operations took place 
successfully and the entire staff of the Royal Free Hospital 
was very caring and respectful. 

The few days I was in hospital with Gabriel in the adjoining 
ward were extremely emotional and the bonding of both 
extended families was an experience neither family will 
forget. The biggest joy we now have is seeing and hearing 
about Gabriel’s daily improvements. 

Although there were minor hiccups in my recovery, I can 
say with confidence that if I could, I would be back on the 
telephone to Matnat Chaim to donate again!  I am truly 
thankful to the Edgware community for the warmth and 
love that I received and continue to receive. Just walking 
the streets or in shops I have received hugs and tears from 
all sorts of people. I have learnt that a kind word, a letter, 
or a telephone call, can mean so much. It certainly helped 
my recovery and hope that I can repay in kind when the 
need arises.

Simone’s husband Meir Schachter writes: After feeling 
my wife’s disappointment of not being able to give bone 
marrow, when the opportunity came to donate a kidney, I 
supported her from the start and attended all the meetings 
with her (despite  the parking costs!). It was a privilege to 
be able to share in this very special mitzvah.

*The recipient and his wife are using pseudonyms.

#   Kidney donor Simone Schachter can be contacted via 
Matnat Chaim

Photo credit: Stephens and Stuarts

 

The Gift
I Needed to Give
 
BY SIMONE SCHACHTER

During Sukkot in 2015, I came across a Matnat 
Chaim supplement with stories about the many 
kidney transplants they had facilitated in 
Israel. At the end of the article, it mentioned 
that a UK branch would shortly open. This 

was the beginning of my amazing journey during which 
I felt that the Almighty was holding my hand and guiding 
me through each twist and turn. I contacted and met Dr. 
Judith Abrahams; originally from Glasgow. Judith donated 
a kidney herself 7 years ago and runs the UK branch of 
Matnat Chaim from Israel.

Early last year I was told of a possible recipient. The 
initial meetings were very emotional. I first met with 
the recipient‘s wife Debbie* and later met her and her 

husband Gabriel. Together with my husband, we clicked 
immediately - so much so that since then I speak with 
Debbie almost daily! Debbie was very supportive during 
the donation process and insisted on coming with me to 
the hospital as I underwent the various tests.

There were many visits to the Royal Free Hospital and 
meetings with doctors and nurses. One day of tests 
included blood tests, chest x-ray, ECG, CT scan, injected 
nuclear medicine and two further kidney scans. I have no 
sense of direction and if it weren’t for my husband I might 
still be wandering around the hospital….

I was found to be a compatible donor for Gabriel, all the 
tests went well and my kidneys were in excellent condition. 
I felt especially good as I had intentionally lost a little 

For many, many years, I desperately wanted to donate bone marrow. I was in the 
Anthony Nolan database for 20 years, but when I hit sixty, I was taken off their register 
– and I was not happy about it!  More recently, I began to think about donating a kidney 
after reading about the US organization Renewal. However, altruistic kidney donation 
was not then possible in the UK and the prospect of travelling abroad for appointments 
relating to the procedure was not practical.
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President Reuven Rivlin
hosts Matnat Chaim _ celebrating 
400th kidney transplant
BY GREER FAY CASHMAN

To mark the 400th kidney transplant under the 
auspices of Matnat Chaim, a group of donors 
and recipients were invited to meet at the 
President’s Residence with Israeli President 

Reuven Rivlin and his wife Nechama who learned 
from Rabbi Heber what it was that had inspired him to 
establish his organization.

Ten years ago, Rabbi Heber had to leave the school 
in which he was teaching because his condition had 
deteriorated to the extent that he was almost constantly 
on dialysis. Happily, he received a kidney donation in 
time.  But a 19-year-old by the name of Pinchas Turgeman 
who was lying in the next bed was not so lucky. He died 
before a suitable donor could be found.

“On the day that Pinchas died, Matnat Chaim was born,” 
Rabbi Heber told President Rivlin.

What was amazing, he said, was that most people gave a 
kidney to a total stranger.  It was a completely altruistic 
act without any reward other than the knowledge that 
the donor had been instrumental in saving a life.  Rabbi 
Heber is keen to create greater awareness of Matnat 
Chaim so that more lives could be saved.

Dr. Gad Neumann, Deputy CEO at Beilinson Medical 
Center in Petach Tikva where most kidney transplants 
are performed, said that the donation of a kidney deter-
mines the fate of the recipient. Every time he meets a 
donor or a recipient, he said, it is an incredibly emotional 
experience. He urged more members of the public to 
come forward and donate a kidney.

Sometimes donors and recipients meet after the transplant 
has proved to be successful – but not always. Nechama 
Rivlin said that she knew of a young woman who had 
donated a kidney to a dancer, and had opted to remain 
anonymous.  Her joy is in knowing that the recipient has 
returned to dancing.

A young couple suddenly entered the 
room, and two somewhat older people 
got up to embrace them. The second 
husband had received his kidney from the 
first husband two weeks before, and they 
had not previously met. This emotional 
moment was the highlight of the event.

President Rivlin said that if a member 
of his family needed a kidney, he would 
unhesitatingly donate one of his.  He 
hoped that he could be sufficiently 
selfless to do the same for a stranger.” 
You are all exceptional people,” he told 
the donors.  “You need a special nobility 
of character for volunteerism of this kind.  
You are helping people who have no hope 
other than a kidney donation.”

Judy Singer, a kibbutznik, married and the mother of 
three daughters, said that three years ago, she learned a 
about a woman called Rena, who was in desperate need 
of a kidney. Rena was approximately her own age and 
had two children.  Singer didn’t hesitate, and donated 
a kidney.  “Three years ago, Rena was sick and I was 
healthy,” she said.  “Now we’re both healthy.”

Addressing the R ivlins she said:” We’re 
not special; we’re all ordinary people.  
If more people understood what means 
to be able to donate the gift of life, 
they’d all be standing in line.”

Journalist, author and radio and 
television personality Shaul Meizlish, 
speaking on behalf of the recipients 
told the Rivlins: “I can’t begin to say 
what we go through while waiting for a 
suitable donor, and then waiting again 
during the testing process.” The sole 
comfort he said, is that Rabbi Heber 
and his wife become surrogate parents 
to every patient, and are there with 
them every step of the way. “To be on 

dialysis two or three times a week is like going through a 
laundry wringer,” said Meizlish.

Like Rabbi Heber and Dr. Neumann he also urged more 
donors to come forward, because he said, “There are 
1200 people in Israel waiting for a kidney transplant.”

 This article is reprinted with kind 
permission from the Jerusalem Post.

President Rivlin greets kidney donor Timna 
Gabai-Markovitz from Kibbutz Cabri, and 
her recipient, Hamzi Gavish, from the 
nearby Druze village of Yarca.

“On the day that 
Pinchas died, 
Matnat Chaim 

was born,” 
Rabbi Heber told 
President Rivlin.
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A Third Partner:
A Conversation with a Kidney 
Donor Coordinator

BY MALKA WINNER

The recipient and the donor are the main partners in a transplant, 
but there are many others involved, too. Meet Bethan Hood of the 
Royal Free Hospital in London, United Kingdom, where Matnat Chaim 
UK has facilitated two altruistic kidney transplants.

H i, Bethan. Would you please tell us about your role 
in the hospital and with the donor and recipient?

I am a clinical nurse specialist. My role as a living 
kidney donor coordinator involves assessing potential donors and 
coordinating their care. I accompany them through this process 
from the initial visit right through the work-up process – and I care 
for them after they have donated. 

How does “the list” work for those who are waiting for 
kidney transplants? How many are waiting?
The waiting list works on a points-based system. We use an 
algorithm to determine who gets which kidney - this formula 
include variables such as length of time on the waiting list and 
the particular difficulty in finding a match (due to the presence of 
a lot of antibodies against the general population - what we call 
“highly sensitized”). Children get priority on the waiting list. 
And, of course, the aim is to get the best possible match for each 
recipient. There are 5,500 people in the United Kingdom waiting 
for a kidney. Last year, 282 people passed away while on the active 
or suspended1 waiting list.

What is the volume of kidney transplants handled in the 
Royal Free in an average year? What kind of transplants 
are they?
We do about 130-140 transplants a year. Of those, 35-40 are from 
living donors. On average, three to five of those living donations 
are made by altruistic donors.

What’s the reason people usually consider becoming living 
donors?
Many people do it to help a family member or close friend - or 
even a complete stranger - on the transplant waiting list. People 
- especially older altruistic donors - often feel fortunate that they 
have lived a good life, have children and grandchildren, and they 
want to give something back to others, to allow the recipient of 
their kidney a chance of a normal life.   

When a person gets a donated kidney, their quality of life is 
restored. They’re free from the limitations imposed on them by 
having kidney failure and all that that involves. And people who 

receive living donations 
generally have better 
outcomes than those who don’t.  

What can a potential donor expect before and after 
donating a kidney?
There is a rigorous work-up process, along with ample opportunities 
for asking questions, gathering information and more. Donors will 
need to travel to our hospital on a minimum of four occasions for 
various tests and consultations. They will also need to take time 
off work to recover - and they need to be aware that they may not 
receive sick pay for this.2 

Potential donors are told that they can pull out of the process at any 
stage. This is reinforced at each visit, although last-minute changes 
of mind are rare. Donors’ physical, mental and emotional health 
will be thoroughly assessed, and they will receive full counselling, 
too, about the potential risks and long-term outcomes. We develop 
a sense of each donor’s motivation and circumstances throughout 
the process.

Following the donation, donors are recommended to have life-
long medical follow-up. We run annual review clinics at which we 
check the donor’s  kidney function, do a blood-pressure check and 
cover lifestyle issues, such as diet and exercise.

What kind of long-term risks are involved for kidney 
donors?
Studies have been conducted to determine the long-term effects 
of living with one kidney. Donors are at a slightly increased risk 
of elevated blood pressure and having excess protein in their urine 
compared with the general population.

The long-term risk of donors developing kidney failure is roughly 
the same as the general population. I personally haven’t had a 
donor who ended up needing a kidney later on. 

What kind of feedback do you hear from donors?
Donors often report a sense of satisfaction from helping someone. 
Or, if someone donates to his or her spouse, the donor can regain a 
normal family life and is able to make plans for the future, as things 
are often put on hold. Every donor is different - all are special.

[1] Being on the suspended list means that a potential recipient will not be offered a transplant at the 
present time. A person is usually put on the suspended list when he or she is ill and will not be fit for a 
transplant for a period of time or if the person travels far enough away that he or she wouldn’t be able to 
reach the renal unit in time to do the transplant, should a kidney become available.

[2] The NHS has a reimbursement policy whereby donors can claim travel costs and loss of earnings, 
provided they have the proper documentation to support their claim.

Total
Commitment
 The Israeli who dismantles bombs by day 
and saved a life in his spare time.  
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When people asked Avi 
Erez why he would risk 
donating a kidney, he 
laughs: “As a police sapper, 
I face much greater risks 
every day.”
Six months after his kidney 
donation, he wishes he 
could donate a second 
kidney and is dedicated to 
getting others to follow his 
example.

How does it feel?
“I’m often asked how I would feel if the 
kidney had been rejected or the operation 
had failed. As a human being, I need to 
do whatever I can, but I cannot determine 
the outcome. The knowledge that you are 
saving a life gives you strength. After 
hearing the stories from other donors and 
seeing Matnat Chaim’s videos, I don’t 
understand why people aren’t queuing up 
to donate,” Avi comments.

Perhaps because it is no minor 
undertaking? 
“I don’t feel as if I’ve donated a kidney. I 
feel the same as before. The only reminder 
is a small scar, which has almost faded. On 
the other hand, the feeling of satisfaction 
does not fade. I’ve attended three Matnat 
Chaim conferences and heard new stories 
and each time thought to myself: wow, if 
only I could donate again!”

If it is so wonderful, why do you think 
that people are not lining up to donate?
Avi believes that publicity is the key.  
“Last week, someone donated his kidney 
because of hearing my story.” Avi also 

provides telephone support for donors as 
part of a donor mentoring project set up 
by Rabbi Yeshayahu Heber, founder of 
Matnat Chaim.

How did your children react?
“Last year, when I was already being 
‘processed’, we were on holiday and met 
a woman who told us that she was on 
dialysis. My oldest son asked ‘What is 
dialysis?’, and I explained about kidney 
failure, a condition that can only be solved 
by a kidney transplant. ‘So why don’t 
you donate one?’ he asked straight away. 
“It made me feel great, because you can 
only imbue values by personal example,” 
Avi explains. “When I finally told my kids 
about the upcoming donation, they were 
very proud of me and even volunteered 
to tell their classes about it. It was very 
moving.”

What if your son wants to donate a kidney?
“I’ll be very proud of him, as long as he is 
mature enough and has the right motives. 
If he decides to donate a kidney, I’ll feel 
that I’ve been successful.”

When Avi Erez’s 
friends expressed 
surprise that he was 
willing to take the 
risk of unnecessary 
surgery, he laughed. 

“After all, as a police sapper, I face 
much greater risks every day…I’m 
always taking calculated risks. When 
I realized that the risks involved were 
negligible and that a human life was at 
stake, I didn’t hesitate. The decision to 
donate a kidney was easy.”

During the donation process, a relative 
contacted Avi and tried to dissuade him, 
claiming it was pure madness: “Think 
of your kids; you don’t know what the 
consequences of removing a body organ 
might be.” 

Avi listened, thanked him, and slept 
on it. The next morning, Avi rang him 
back and reminded him that twenty-five 
years earlier he (the relative) had lost his 
spleen in a road accident with no adverse 
effects on his life style: “If you could 
have donated your spleen to help another 
person who needed it, wouldn’t you have 
done so…?” Avi continued, pressing his 
point: “During your military service, 
you were awarded a medal for rescuing 
tanks under fire, weren’t you? Risking 
your life like that sounds pretty dumb 
- no one asked you to do it!” “But I was 
just doing what I had to do!” came the 
reply – which is precisely the response 
that Avi wanted to evoke.

Avi does not agree with the mantra 
“I’ll take care of myself and my family 
and everything else will be OK”. He 
believes that as a society, we must 
develop a society that works on the 
principle of mutual assistance; it is not a 
religious value, but a cultural one. This 
interconnection is what makes us Israeli 
and Jewish, as evidenced from the large 

number of living 
kidney donors, and 
this should be the 
public face of Israeli 
society, Avi explains.

Obviously, not 
everyone can donate 
a kidney, but Avi 
urges everyone to 
be involved in doing 
good for others – 
volunteering in the 
community, blood 
donations, and 
everything that can 
change the lives of others for the better.

It sparked something inside
Avi, 43, lives just outside Jerusalem and 
has four young children. He read about 
the possibility of donating a kidney in 
a Matnat Chaim magazine supplement, 
and it sparked something inside him - the 
need to give. “I saw it as an opportunity 
to save the life of another person, with 
low risk to myself.”
He immediately discussed the idea with 
his wife and then asked permission from 
his superiors in the police force and the 
police medical officer. “My commander 
said that this was the first time he’d ever 
been at a loss for words!” 

Having received the green light, he 
progressed with the testing process and 
discovered that his blood type, O, would 
enable him to donate to any potential 
recipient.

He smiles,” I became an attractive 
prospect. I was matched with someone 
suffering from a very rare disease. He 
couldn’t undergo a transplant without 
removing both of his kidneys first, so a 
kidney donation from a deceased person 
wasn’t an option. I was the perfect match 
for him.”

Despite the emotional turmoil and 
excitement, Avi asked to meet the 
potential recipient only towards the 
end of the preparatory phase. “I didn’t 
want to raise expectations that might be 
disappointed if anything went wrong 
along the way,” he says. “We met for the 
first time three weeks before surgery, 
and it was very moving. The donor and 
his family couldn’t fathom why a person 
with no connection to them would 
donate a kidney. They didn’t really 
understand my explanations, but they 
were certainly delighted at their good 
fortune.”

Six months after the operation, Avi 
and his recipient are still in touch. “He 
has part of me inside of him,” explains 
Avi, “We’re close in age; he has two 
daughters, and recently we attended his 
daughter’s bat mitzvah.”

The Israel Police supported Avi 
throughout the kidney donation process. 
“They allowed me to rest at home for a 
month, even though I offered to come 
back earlier to a desk job…They made 
me feel like all of them were involved in 
this ‘mission’.”

Avi Erez and 
his family
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Stephen Colman, 65, a mortgage broker, is well known in NW 
London for his lulav and etrog business before the Sukkot holiday, 
as well as for his involvement in numerous charitable activities 
including Hatzola Northwest.

Last year Stephen embarked on a new kind of charitable activity: he 
donated a kidney to someone he didn’t know.
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Mr. Colman first thought of donating a kidney about 
six years ago, when he read an advertisement seeking a 
kidney for a young woman from Edgware. He went for 
tests but was not compatible. Later, Mr. Colman got in 
touch with Matnat Chaim in Israel, even before the UK 
branch officially opened. Coincidentally, the first person 
from the UK to turn to Matnat Chaim after it opened its 
UK branch had the same blood group as Stephen.

Philip Walters, a retired catering business owner from 
Southend, desperately needed a kidney in order to pre-
empt dialysis, and Stephen was found to be a compatible 
donor. The two found themselves to be compatible in 
more ways than one, and have remained in close contact; 
when Mr. Walter’s daughter recently got married in Israel, 
Stephen Colman was there as an honoured guest. “It was 
wonderful that here was someone who desperately needed 
a kidney and I was in a position to be able to help him” Mr. 
Colman said.  “There is a Jewish saying: One person gains 
and the other person does not lose – and that exemplifies 
kidney donation. I don’t feel I’m missing a kidney at all, 
and Philip has been spared the ordeal of dialysis.”

Until recently, the law permitted kidney donations in 
the UK only when donor and recipient were acquainted.   
The law was recently changed to allow kidney donation 
between “a donor and recipient who do not have a genetic 
or pre-existing emotional relationship”. It was then that 
Matnat Chaim, which recruits and supports altruistic 
donors, was able to start operating in the UK. The Colman/
Walters donation was a first in the UK as the transplant 
was organized by a third party - Matnat Chaim. Thus, 
Stephen Colman was a trailblazer, and smoothed the path 
for future UK kidney donations.

Mr. Colman’s operation and recovery were textbook. The 
transplant took place on a Wednesday, he was home on 
Friday, and able to go to shul on Shabbat morning.  This 
was no doubt mainly due to his physical fitness, being an 
avid cyclist. When a kidney donor is physically fit, the 
operation goes more smoothly and the recovery time is 
quicker.  In Stephen Colman’s case, not only was he back 
to regular routine within a few days, but just six weeks 
after the operation he participated in a 60-mile charity 
bike ride to help Norwood, a charity supporting children 
and adults with special educational needs. The ride is by 
no means smooth sailing as the route is from London to 
Brighton with many ups and downs!    Mr. Colman said, 
“I have been participating in this event for 16 years and 
I didn’t want to miss it this year. It was a bit harder than 
usual because of lack of training, but the effort was worth 
it.”  

 Since the transplant, Stephen Colman has been spreading 
the word about kidney donation. “I initially wanted to 
keep my donation a secret,” he said, “but Matnat Chaim 
persuaded me to go public to encourage other donors to 
come forward.  I tell people – it’s an amazing mitzvah.  
There’s no feeling like knowing you’ve saved a life.” 
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A family in Brussels recently appealed to Rabbi 
Heber of Matnat Chaim to help a relative with 
kidney failure who was due to begin dialysis in 
the near future. 

Matnat Chaim’s UK branch, headed by Dr. Judith 
Abrahams, found a suitable potential donor from 
Manchester in its records. Minky Niederman is a highly-
motivated lady aged 43, mother of six and grandmother 
of three, who was one of the first people to register with 
Matnat Chaim when the Israeli organization started to 
operate in the UK in 2015.  Minky said she felt she was 
doing her duty by registering but never imagined she 
would actually donate a kidney!

Some of the pre-donation medical tests were carried 
out in Manchester and some in Brussels. There were 
many logistical issues involved in arranging the tests 
(and sometimes repeat tests) both in Manchester and 
in Brussels, and Matnat Chaim was very fortunate in 
locating dedicated volunteers in both locations to assist in 
making the arrangements efficiently. 

Minky flew to Europe three times in all. The first visit 
concentrated on blood tests, and she was found to be a 
match for the recipient. The second trip involved further 
medical and psychological tests, and finally, on the third 
trip: the transplant itself.   

The procedure caused quite a sensation in the Brussels 
hospital as this was their first altruistic kidney donation; 
all their previous transplants had been from family 
members or deceased donors. The very senior surgeon, 

who operated on both the donor and the recipient, noted 
that in his institution more than 4500 kidney transplant 
procedures had been performed over a period of 50 years 
and yet this was the very first purely altruistic transplant!

In the words of the local transplant coordinator, “It’s 
amazing that a stranger flew in from England to donate – 
but you are not really strangers, are you?” This sentiment 
was more accurate than she could have imagined because 
when the donor and recipient eventually met and played 
“Jewish geography” it turned out that their grandfathers 
were in the same class in school before WWII!

The transplant was a great success and the recipient was 
able to escape the ordeal of dialysis, due to a 3-country 
project orchestrated by the dedicated staff of Matnat 
Chaim.

Minky adds: “I had been thinking of donating a kidney for 
many years but it was only when Matnat Chaim decided 
to open a branch in England that I was able to realize my 
dream.  Looking back now one year later, despite my scar, 
which I wear proudly as a badge of honour, I still cannot 
believe it’s true -  I really did it! My kidney - a piece of me 
for 40 years - is now doing its job in someone else’s body 
and helping him to function normally. I don’t miss it at 
all and feel absolutely fine without it, and it has given my 
recipient a new lease on life. It was the most awesome and 
amazing thing I have done in my life (so far) and I am very 
grateful to God and to Matnat Chaim and everyone else 
who was involved in helping me make my dream come 
true.”    

MATNAT CHAIM 
GOES TRULY 

INTERNATIONAL!
A three-country undertaking

 What makes a mechanical engineering student who is raising 
a family, suddenly decide to donate a kidney in order to save 
a child’s life? We met with Elyashiv Hiller to hear the story of 

his kidney donation. 

Tell us about yourself.
“My life is perfectly ordinary. I was educated in religious-
Zionist schools here in Israel, served in the armored 
corps, and studied in a yeshiva. After I was married, I 
earned a degree in mechanical engineering. We live in 
the Negev in a lovely community called Merhav Am.” 

With all this “normalcy”, what made you 
suddenly decide to donate one of your kidneys?
“When I was still learning in yeshiva, there was public 
debate about organ donations. My rabbi told us that it is 
very important to donate organs, within the framework 
of Jewish law, and it is considered saving a life, and that 
anyone who saves one life is considered as if he had 
saved an entire world. His message spoke strongly to me, 
but at the time it was only a nice idea.

“About a year ago, one  Shabbat during the month of Elul, 
I found a leaflet which included an interview with Rabbi 
Heber, the Chairman of Matnat Chaim, an organization 
which organizes living kidney transplants. Rabbi 
Heber talked about the organization and the special 
significance of this act, and the message really impacted 
me. Amazingly, my rabbi spoke on this same subject 
that Shabbat and explained that kidney donation is an 
incomparable mitzvah, although not obligatory under 
Jewish law.

“On that Shabbat, I knew that I wanted to donate a kidney 
and save a life. I started researching the topic, and then 
I consulted with my rabbi, who strongly supported the 
idea.”

I’M NO 
HERO

BY HILA HALEVI  
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How did your wife react?
“My wife and I are both very 
rational in terms of character and 
how we live our lives. Therefore, 
when I shared my intentions and 
my hesitations, she accepted the 
concept of the donation as perfectly 
natural and fully supported me. Of 
course, we thoroughly investigated 
the risks, and after satisfying 
ourselves that there was no real 
danger, I submitted a request to 
Matnat Chaim to donate one of my 
kidneys.”

Did you know the boy who received your 
kidney prior to the transplant?
“I purposely didn’t speak or meet with him. I understood 
in a very fundamental way that this was the best thing 
I could do in my life, and I did not want any theoretical 

questions interfering with my decision such as debating 
“whose life shall I save?” Even though I belong to a 
particular religious group, I never thought for a moment 
that my donation should specifically go to someone in 
the same sector. However, I had a real fear (unfounded 
in the end) that this view might change if I were to meet 
the person receiving the kidney. I preferred to be at 
peace with my wish to save a life without knowing the 
recipient.” 

What was the most meaningful moment for 
you in the whole process?
“The moment I met Yisrael Malkieli, the boy whose 
life I had saved. It was three days after the surgery. 
Yisrael was hospitalized in Schneider Children’s 
Medical Center, close to where I was hospitalized, and 
I decided to visit him. I was still weak, but I wanted to 
meet him already. I arrived at the ICU at Schneider and 
asked to enter the room. The nurse asked me, “Are you a 
relative?” I answered, “Something like that… 

“The first person to recognize me was his mother - a 
mother who knew that one of my organs had been 
transferred to her son and had become a part of him. I 
saw the look on her face at that moment, I’ll never forget 
it. First, she was in shock – completely silent, and then 
she burst into tears. I didn’t know how to react. And then 
I saw him, a small boy in a bed much too big for him. 
I saw his little face smile at me from beyond the tubes 
in his body. And suddenly, it hit me, like lightening: 
this is my child! This is a life that I gave. My kidney 
is now working in his body and allowing him to live. 

Everything that happens from now 
on in this boy’s life, the entire world 
that he will build – it’s all possible 
because of my donation. It was only 
then that I finally understood the 
significance of what I had done. 

“At that moment, I was filled with 
an indescribable feeling that I had 
never felt before. It was the ultimate 
moment of this process and one of 
the most meaningful moments of 
my life. Since the transplant, I have 
a special feeling of being uplifted. It 
is a feeling without words.”

At this point we asked Galit, Yisrael’s 
mother, to join the conversation and 
tell her side of the story.

What can you tell us about the moment 
that Elyashiv described here? What were you 
thinking?
“First of all, we will be forever grateful to Elyashiv for 

I really wanted to meet 
him after my surgery. 
I arrived at the ICU at 
Schneider and asked 
to enter the room. 
The nurse asked me, 
“Are you a relative?” I 
answered, “Something 
like that…”

the gift he gave us. Before the surgery we also didn’t 
want to be in contact for the simple reason that we were 
nervous that if we would meet, he would feel emotional 
pressure, which we didn’t want. Before we met, we did 
a little research and found out that he was 28-years old, 
from one of the families who had been expelled from 
Gush Katif. We never dreamt that he was married with 
three children of his own, the youngest of whom was 
just a month old. We only learned this when Yisrael and 
Elyashiv were in adjacent operating rooms. We met his 
mother in the waiting room, and she told us. We were in 
shock! We were already so grateful for his donation, but 
when we understood his background and family status, 
we were even more impressed. And then, he came to 
visit Yisrael three days after the transplant surgery. 

“Yisrael called Elyashiv to his bedside and raised his 
arms, still attached to the IV. He hugged Elyashiv as tears 
rolled down his cheeks. Yisrael still couldn’t talk much, 
so he only repeated again and again, ‘Thank you, thank 
you, really’. They held the embrace for a few minutes, 
and I cried like a small child from across the room. An 
unbreakable connection was created at that moment. 
Yisrael calls Elyashiv every Friday before Shabbat. We 
have become like family with his incredible wife, who 
supported him unconditionally the entire time, and his 
delightful children, whom I love like my own.”

What message would you like to give to 
people who read your story?
“My husband gives lectures to soldiers on behalf of the 
Chief Rabbinate. He always talks about being grateful, 
how important gratitude is in a Jew’s life. My husband 
now tells the story of our donor and asks the audience, 
“Which of you would be willing to actually donate a 
kidney to someone whom he doesn’t know?” After they 
hear Elyashiv’s story, many hands are raised… so many 
people who want to help others! We also learned the 
importance of explaining the process of kidney donations 
since many people don’t understand the procedure or 
even know that kidney donation is possible.

“We publicize our story because the more people that 
become aware, the more lives will be saved. Elyashiv told 
us that he learned about kidney donations by reading an 
interview with Rabbi Yeshayahu Heber, the Chairman 
of Matnat Chaim, and we want to continue the chain.”

The greatest defendant
Galit concludes her story: “Our son 
was born with a kidney problem, and 
he lived with it for twelve years. He 
was about to begin dialysis treatments 
when we turned to Rabbi Heber, who 
is one of the most amazing people we 
have ever met, and he took our case 
“personally” (we found out later that 
he does this with every case…). We 
never dreamed that our child wouldn’t 
need to start dialysis. Matnat Chaim is 
an amazing organization that thrives 
largely due to Rabbi Heber, himself a 
kidney recipient, who along with his 
wife, lives and breathes Matnat Chaim. 
They see it as their mission on earth, 
and are totally committed to working 
day and night to organize more and 
more transplants. I also think that Mat-
nat Chaim is so successful in Israel be-
cause Israelis and Jews in general are 
uniquely connected to one another, 
truly a “light among the nations.”
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 Chain
of

Chesed
BY RHONA LEWIS

On the same day that Mandy Mellick donated a 
kidney to Ilanit Kaslasy, Ilanit’s husband, Oshri, 
donated a kidney to Nurit Mittleman. The two 
donors and two recipients are linked together 

forever through this chain of chesed (lovingkindness), 
thanks to the kidney donation organization Matnat 
Chaim, founded by Rabbi Yeshayahu Heber. 

Mandy’s Story
“Although I was a bit stunned when Mandy first told me 
that she wanted to donate, I knew it was the sort of thing 
that she would do,” says Brian, Mandy’s husband, when I 
visited them in their apartment in Beit Shemesh. In fact, 
the possibility of being a kidney donor had been rooted 
in Mandy’s consciousness for many years. 

Originally from Southend, east of London, and currently 
a technical writer for HPE, Mandy made aliyah when she 
was twenty-three years old. “About 10 years ago, I read 
an article about kidney donation. Thank God, I had two 
healthy kidneys when I needed only one. So donating a 
kidney to someone who desperately needed it seemed the 
right thing to do,” says Mandy.  “But it wasn’t practical 
then, with young children. I guess I filed it away in the 
back of my mind for the future.”  

Once Mandy’s youngest child turned eighteen, Mandy 
began researching the idea and discovered Matnat 
Chaim’s website immediately. Becoming an altruistic 
donor (a donor who gives to an unknown recipient) 
suddenly became a very real possibility. 

Naturally, Mandy and Brian were concerned about any 

possible health risks, but were reassured after researching 
the subject. In fact, medical research has shown that 
there is little long-term risk for kidney donors, provided 
careful and comprehensive medical tests are conducted 
before the donation. Long-term survival rate, quality of 
life, general health status, and risk of kidney failure are 
about the same for donors and non-donors.

When Mandy began the rigorous testing process, 
including a meeting with a social worker and psychologist, 
she didn’t tell her parents or her children. “The process 
takes time, there can be a few weeks between tests, and 
some people are rejected. I wanted to be sure this was 
going to happen, before I told the family.” Some tests, 
like the 24-hour blood pressure test, were more difficult 
to hide from her children. Once Mandy received the final 
go-ahead, she disclosed her plans to her children. “They 
were surprised, but very supportive,” she recalls. “My 
work was also very supportive, which made the process 
easier.” 

Mandy didn’t have any preferences concerning her 
recipient, and initially did not want to know the recipient’s 
identity. “I didn’t want to know if the transplant wasn’t 
successful, which happens sometimes; and I didn’t want 
the recipient to feel indebted to me in any way.” 

The double transplant took place at the Beilinson 
Medical Center in Petach Tikva. In the hospital post-
surgery, after hearing that Ilanit repeatedly requested to 
meet and thank her donor, Mandy agreed to meet her. “It 
felt wonderful to have helped a young mother,” she says, 
“and it was very emotional to finally meet Ilanit.” When 

Ilanit, Oshri, and their children came to visit the Mellick 
family a month later, Ilanit brought along an ultrasound 
image of Mandy’s kidney inside her. “That’s when it 
really hit home—my kidney was now a part of Ilanit!” 

Two days after the operation, Mandy returned home, 
and within two weeks, she was working from home. The 
double donation hit the news, but Mandy chose to remain 
anonymous. Then recently, she decided to publicize her 
story. “I realized that raising awareness about the ease 
of kidney donation is important,” she says. “The more 
people read about it, the more potential donors will be 
inspired, and more people can receive kidneys.”

Ilanit and Oshri’s Story
“Not every husband would fight for his wife like Oshri 
did for me,” says Ilanit. 

The first inkling that something wasn’t quite right came 
a year after their marriage, when twenty-two-year-old 
Ilanit was expecting her first child. During a hospital stay 
due to high blood pressure, a routine urine test showed 
that there was a problem with her kidneys. After giving 
birth to her son, Liam, at 36 weeks, Ilanit underwent a 
renal biopsy that showed she was suffering from focal 

segmental glomerulosclerosis. FSGS is a rare disease 
that attacks the kidney’s filtering units (glomeruli), 
causing serious scarring which leads to permanent 
kidney damage and even failure. “The nephrologist told 
me there was nothing to do at this point, except blood 
tests every six months. Although he warned that another 
pregnancy would put my kidneys under stress, a year 
later, I gave birth to a baby girl, and four years after that 
to a baby boy. When you’re feeling absolutely fine, it’s 
hard to take warnings like this seriously,” she says. 

Ilanit worked as a kindergarten teacher’s aide for the 
next five years. Then, three years ago, she began to feel 
the effects of her weakened kidneys. “At work, I’d get so 
tired that I could hardly stay awake. I lost my appetite for 
the cheeses, fish and meat that I usually loved and I was 
throwing up every morning. But since I didn’t feel any 
pain at all, I just kept going,” she says. 

At her next visit to the nephrologist, Ilanit described her 
symptoms. In addition, her level of creatinine (a waste 
product produced by muscles of the body and washed out 
by the kidneys) was elevated. Although her symptoms 
pointed to dialysis, since her creatinine level was only 
nominally high, the doctor decided against this.  

 L to R: Top row Oshri Kaslasy, Prof. Ruth Rahamimov of Beilinson Hospital, Mandy Mellick
 Front row: Nutrit Mittleman and Ilanit Kaslasy
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Ilanit, however, was feeling sick enough to visit Dr. David 
Darmon at the Hadassah Medical Center. He immediately 
recommended a kidney transplant and told Ilanit to look 
for a donor. “I wasn’t particularly worried because I didn’t 
realize how bad my situation was. And since I have six 
siblings, I was pretty sure I’d find a match easily,” Ilanit 
says.

Oshri, however, was worried. When he realized that his 
blood type was incompatible with Ilanit’s, he pushed for 
the right tests to be sent to Ilanit’s siblings and, as a taxi 
driver, often drove to Beilinson Hospital in Petach Tikva 
to cajole the medical staff to bring forward appointments.

When finding a family donor didn’t work out, even Ilanit 
began to panic. “We knew that the waiting list for a 
cadaver transplant is seven years. Despite the pre-dialysis 
care, I was feeling so bad that I had stopped working and 
applied for disability benefits,” says Ilanit.

Oshri’s persistence paid off when a member of the nursing 
staff at Beilinson suggested that the Kaslasys contact 
Rabbi Heber; they learned that if Oshri were to donate his 
kidney to another patient, Ilanit would automatically be 
granted priority. It meant saving two lives at once. 

“The day we heard that I had a donor we were even 
happier than the days when our children were born. We 
couldn’t believe that there are people as good as Mandy 
in the world,” Ilanit exclaimed. Despite the excitement, 
the Kaslasys kept the good news a secret until two weeks 
before the operation, fearful that complications would 
interfere with the donation. 

While Mandy was going through the required tests, Ilanit 
started dialysis. For the next five and a half months, she 
spent four hours a day, three times a week at Misgav 
Ladach Hospital undergoing the treatments. Dialysis is 
very painful and there are many unpleasant side effects 
related to the treatment such as itching and sleep problems. 
For Ilanit, the worst side effects were sleepless nights and 
panic attacks.

“April 28, 2015.” The transplant date rolls off Ilanit’s 
tongue with the same lilt we use when we say our birth 
date. Although Ilanit was worried about how the children 
would cope with both parents post-surgery, Oshri was 
adamant about undergoing surgery on the same day 
as Ilanit. “Just like you’re counting down the days, my 
recipient is also waiting,” he said. 

“When I was wheeled into the hospital, I was yellow and 
my hands were terribly swollen from the poisons that 
filled my blood. And yet, in the evening, I suddenly felt 
a surge of strength and stood up. I wasn’t in the least bit 
worried; only deliriously happy,” recalls Ilanit. 

Ilanit’s recovery was rapid. “The moment I woke up in the 
recovery room, I squeezed my fingers together—for the 
first time in years, they felt normal. Mandy’s kidney was 
working so well that I was already thirsty. I had come in 
with a creatinine level of 10 and just one day after surgery, 
the level was down to 1.8.” A week later, back at home, 
Ilanit surged back to running her home. “I cooked lunch 
and changed the linens. I put out the children’s clothes for 
the next day. These were all things I simply hadn’t had 
the strength to do. I wanted the children to know that 
their mother was back,” says Ilanit. She pauses and adds, 
“Mandy didn’t save just my life; she saved my home. Only 
the Almighty can reward her.”

Nurit’s Story
Seventy-year-old Nurit Mittleman was born in Holon. Her 
problems began thirteen years earlier, when a tumor was 
discovered in one of her kidneys. Although the growth 

Nurit in Spain - her first holiday in 
years - now that she is feeling well

was successfully removed, her second kidney started to 
weaken. “Kidneys work in tandem,” explained Nurit. 
“Which is why fear of disease needn’t stop a donor. 
If, Heaven forbid, someone would fall ill, having two 
kidneys instead of one won’t help.”

Progressively weakened, Nurit had to close down the 
kindergarten that she had founded and then needed to 
undergo dialysis. “I was certain that I would find a donor, 
but it hadn’t happened, so psychologically, I was hit hard 
and dialysis was so traumatic that I prefer not to think 
about it. Three times a week, at six in the morning, I’d 
leave the house in a taxi and undergo dialysis for four 
hours. My blood pressure went up and down; I lost 
weight. Of course, aside from two cups of water a day, 
I couldn’t drink. I would fill a cup and take little sips 
throughout the day. I tried to live a normal life and enjoy 
my grandchildren, but I couldn’t,” says Nurit, the pain 
evident in her voice. 

Nurit’s husband and three children continued their search 
for a donor fruitlessly, until they finally found Matnat 
Chaim. “Rabbi Heber made a wonderful impression on 
us,” says Nurit. “When we met, he shared his own journey 
of kidney disease, the transplant that eventually saved his 
life and his decision to devote himself to helping others. 
Although he didn’t promise us anything, and I knew that 
most people would probably prefer to donate to someone 
younger, we came away very hopeful.”

Nurit continued with dialysis for six months. Then, at the 

beginning of 2015 after an initial potential donation had 
been cancelled, Nurit was given a transplant date. 

Nurit describes the excitement and tension at the 
transplant center at Beilinson as patients and families 
waited for the procedure to begin. “Although we were 
forbidden to approach anyone, we tried to guess who my 
donor was. When I saw Ilanit and Oshri, I knew it was 
him,” she says.  

“Being older, my recovery was more complicated,” says 
Nurit. “It didn’t take long for me to understand that the 
kidney wasn’t functioning. I was devastated. I held on to 
the hope that it often takes time for the kidney to start 
to work. And this was what happened in my case. Four 
days later, I was told that my creatinine levels were going 
down,” she says.  

“Rabbi Heber and his wife were always a source of 
support. Not only did they come to visit me in hospital, I 
knew I could always call Rabbi Heber, even right before 
candle lighting on Friday night, to hear his encouraging 
words,” says Nurit. “These days, I feel great. I think of 
my transplant all the time. I’m constantly amazed that 
Oshri’s kidney is a part of me.”

Life after Donating
“Oshri’s simply a happier person since he donated,” 
says Ilanit. “As well as being happier within himself, 
our income has somehow increased. There’s blessing 
everywhere.” A research article in The New England 
Journal of Medicine echoed this analysis, stating that 
extensive research has proved that a kidney donor’s 
health is unaffected and that “most donors had quality-
of-life scores that were better than population norms.”

“I recovered more quickly than I expected” says Mandy. 
“Six months after the operation I joined a running 
group, and was jogging around the neighbourhood!” 
“But the best part is how great it feels, that I could help 
Ilanit to live a normal life.” 

Mandy Mellick (left)
with her recipient Ilanit Kaslasy
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Dialysis is the 
only treatment, 
other than kidney 
transplantation, 
for a patient 
whose kidneys 
have been 

destroyed by kidney disease, but 
unfortunately patients on dialysis 
rarely enjoy a good quality of life. 
Dialysis is a mechanical attempt to 
imitate the function of a human kidney, 
but most patients feel that surviving 
the treatment is the best outcome they 
can hope for; the mortality rate for 
dialysis patients is significant.

There are two types of dialysis: the 
first is hemodialysis, where blood 
is pumped out of the body to an 
artificial kidney machine containing 
a membrane which acts as a filter. 
The second type of dialysis is called 
peritoneal dialysis, where the inside 
lining of the peritoneum is used as 
a natural filter; this procedure is 
sufficiently safe to be performed by 
the individual in the comfort of his 
own home. 

In both circumstances, a surgical 
procedure must be performed either to 
establish an arteriovenous (connection 

between artery and vein) fistula or 
to place a catheter in a large central 
vein in hemodialysis patients, or to 
insert a peritoneal cavity catheter in 
peritoneal dialysis patients.   

Hemodialysis is the most common 
form of dialysis, and is normally 
performed in dedicated outpatient 
centers. During the procedure, the 
patient’s blood is pumped from his 
body through the dialysis machine 
and filtered through a special 
membrane that allows the filtering of 
toxins from the blood. Hemodialysis 
treatments generally require the 

 Trying
to Survive

on

Dialysis

patient to report three times per week 
and sit attached to the machine for 3 
to 4 hours, as opposed to the human 
kidney that performs a similar action 
over the course of two days. Since the 
process is rapid the patients tend to 
feel exhausted and weakened by the 
treatments. 

Peritoneal dialysis is a much slower 
process with about the same success 
rate as hemodialysis. Peritoneal 
dialysis is an ongoing process and is 
performed either during daily activity 
or at night.

There are many side effects of both 
types of dialysis and residual poor 
function of the kidneys including 
ongoing nausea and vomiting, low 
blood pressure, dry or itchy skin, 
headaches, confusion, irregular 
heartbeat, restless leg syndrome 
and muscle cramping. Cramping 
in particular can cause extreme 
discomfort to many patients. 

A dialysis patient relates: “My 
neighbor on the right of me in the 
dialysis unit was generally silent 
during the dialysis sessions except 
when he was groaning in agony from 
leg cramps. I had noticed that he held 
a small white cloth in his hand. I 
didn’t know what it was for until he 
began to writhe silently in the first 
stages of his cramps. He had been 
through this before and therefore 
had prepared himself. In the past, 
doctors would give their patients a 
cloth to bite down on when surgery 
was performed without anesthesia. 
This was the first time in my life that 
I actually witnessed a man muffle 
his own screams with a cloth in his 
mouth.”

Aside from the trauma of the 
treatment itself, other aspects of 
the dialysis patient’s life are also 
extremely difficult. Many types of 
foods are strictly forbidden because 
of the need to restrict the intake of 
sodium, potassium and phosphorus, 
and fresh fruits and vegetables are 
restricted. Whole-wheat products 
are similarly proscribed in order to 
limit the daily intake of phosphorus. 
It is therefore no wonder that dialysis 
patients typically complain that all 
healthy food is forbidden to them! 

A dietician who works with dialysis 

patients relates: “When I give them 
the special dialysis diet, they cry and 
I cry with them.” 

In the days between dialysis 
treatments, the body retains much 
of the excess fluid and waste that the 
non-functional kidneys are unable 
to remove, and therefore fluid intake 
may be greatly restricted. Even on 
the hottest summer day, a dialysis 
patient may be limited to one or two 
cups of water. The craving for water 
can become so desperate that a child 
on dialysis will often attempt to drink 
his bathwater. Many patients eke out 
their water allotment literally drop 
by drop in order to draw out their 
permitted amounts for as long as 
possible.

Other complications of dialysis 
include the risk of infection, 
especially for those on peritoneal 
dialysis, and blocked arteriovenous 
fistulas on hemodialysis.

Most patients require dialysis 
three times a week, but even on the 
remaining days they do not succeed 
in living a normal life. As soon as 
they have begun to recover slightly 
from the previous treatment the 
debilitating process starts all over 
again. Every day the patients are 
either on dialysis or a recovering from 
dialysis. Patients’ families suffer as 
well, as no normal routine is possible 
when everything in life must revolve 
around the treatments. And worst of 
all, the prognosis is bleak: about 20% 
of dialysis patients die every year.  

It is little wonder that just hearing the 
word “dialysis” is enough to make 
all the colour drain from a kidney 
patient’s face.

 Ruthie Prin t z is shown here with her kidney 
recipient,  10-year-old Shmuel, who was saved 
from dialysis thanks to her donation.
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On May 31, 2016, a gathering in recognition of 
kidney donors and honouring Matnat Chaim 
took place in the Knesset.  Health Minister 
Yaakov Litzman, MK Yoav Ben-Tzur and Rabbi 

Yeshayahu Heber, Chairman of Matnat Chaim, also attended 
the ceremony along with many other members of the Knesset, 
kidney donors and recipients.  

Yuli Edelstein, Speaker of the Knesset said, “It is heartwarming 
to see so many good people in one hall. These are people who 
have made it possible for others to live; people who have 
profoundly chosen to live not only for themselves, but for 
others as well. It is hard to think of a nobler or more moving 
act than kidney donation, and for this we thank you deeply.” 

Health Minister Litzman said, “It is a great honour to stand 
here among the donors. When someone donates from his body, 
it is not the same as donating money. It is something on a scale 
that is hard to measure. I hope this event will contribute to 
raising the public`s awareness about the issue.” 

The Knesset plenum and committees also discussed kidney 
donation during the day’s sessions.

Harry Langman, previously a high-level official of the 
treasury, spoke about his son who underwent a kidney 

transplant thanks to an altruistic donor who didn’t even know 
him. 

The Knesset Finance Committee discussed the hundreds 
of millions of shekels saved when patients are spared from 
ongoing dialysis treatments thanks to living kidney donors. 

The Education Committee spoke about the need to explain 
and promote the concept of altruistic kidney donation in 
schools and the need to accommodate and provide benefits 
for post-secondary students who donate kidneys. 

After the discussions, a festive reception was held in the 
Knesset’s Sprinzak Hall for about a hundred kidney donors 
and their families.

Matnat Chaim in the Knesset 
A first in the Knesset (Israel’s Parliament): a day of appreciation 
for altruistic kidney donors in honour of Matnat Chaim.

Tali Sloan (R), with her kidney donor Sarah Spector, 
at the Matnat Chaim day in the Knesset.

Bonded
by  More

than Love
  BY RHONA LEWIS

Next to very great man stands a great woman. But 
not every great woman gets the chance to save 
her husband’s life. 

The tests began when world-famous cantor and teacher 
Naftali Herstik began feeling not quite himself. The 
results showed the beginning of kidney failure. “But 
not even one of the five top nephrologists in the world 
realized the gravity of the situation,” says Cantor Herstik, 
graduate of the Royal College of Music in London, 
formerly Cantor of the  Kinloss Synagogue in London 
and later Chief Cantor of the Jerusalem Great Synagogue 
for three decades;  today he is head of the renowned Tel 
Aviv Cantorial Institution. “I was tired and had no energy. 
Keeping to my rigorous schedule was increasingly hard,” 
he says. 

“I knew the engine was gone when one Shabbat morning, 
I suddenly felt too weak to carry my tallit home,” he says. 
The following day, after an emergency consultation, 
Herstik received his first four-hour dialysis treatment. 
While the miracle of dialysis buys time for kidney patients, 
the thrice weekly treatments usually come with a slew of 
unpleasant side effects such as low blood pressure, muscle 
cramps, itching, sleep problems, anemia, bone disease, 
fluid overload, sleepless nights and panic attacks. For 
Cantor Herstik, dialysis meant overwhelming weakness: 
“While I was able to travel to Tel Aviv and lecture on 
the days between dialysis, treatment days left me so weak 
that I would come home and go to bed,” he says.

The search for a donor was on. All over the world, family 
members and students wanted to be tested and to become 
the donor who would breathe new life into the beloved 
Cantor. However, Elka Herstik, the Cantor’s wife, was 
adamant that she was going to be the donor. Hard facts 
could not deter her. Bonded in heart, the husband and wife 

are not blood relations.  Also, Elka was sixty-five years 
old. Elka’s dream on Yom Kippur night, made her all the 
more sure. “I dreamed that I was picked to be your donor 
and I saw us both well and happy after the procedure,” she 
told her husband.

Elka and Cantor Herstik’s son, Shraga, were the first to 
be tested. “It didn’t take long for the head nurse at The 
Department for Organ Transplantation at Beilinson 
Hospital in central Israel to give us the results — Elka 
was my match,” says the Cantor.  

“There are so many tests that have to be done. Not all of 
them are easy,” says Herstik. “When we didn’t understand 
how and why, Rabbi Heber of Matnat Chaim was there 
for us with his patience and amazing medical knowledge 
to encourage us.” In 2009, Rabbi Yeshayahu Heber had 
founded Matnat Chaim, an Israeli non-profit organization 
dedicated to encouraging healthy volunteers to donate 
kidneys to patients who require a transplant. Often, 
donors are altruistic, motivated by the sincere desire to 
save a life. At other times, donors are family members. 
Rarely is the longed-for donor a spouse. But sometimes 
dreams become reality and a couple bonded in heart for 
forty-five years becomes bonded by blood. 
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Pictured above are 124 people each with only one kidney - Rabbi 
Heber and 123 altruistic donors  

Last March, on the Shabbat when the Torah portion “Truma” (“Donation”) was read, a large group of unrelated people arrived, 
with their spouses, at the Ramada Hotel in Jerusalem to spend a wonderful and uplifting Shabbat together.  

They had something very special in common: they had altruistically donated a kidney last year through Matnat Chaim, the Israeli 
non-profit which has a branch in the UK. Joining the many participants from all over Israel at this inspiring weekend were two 
special guests: Mr. Stephen Colman from Golders Green and Mrs. Simone Schachter from Edgware, the first kidney donors in the 
UK to be matched by Matnat Chaim.     

During the course of the Shabbat, medical professionals and donors discussed ways to increase public awareness of the  importance 
of altruistic kidney donation, and  how to improve the donation process. The donors relived  the emotional moments when they met 
their recipients for the first time, plus the  indescribable feeling that came with saving another person’s  life.

The consensus among the donors was that they received much more than they gave,  and would do it again if it were only possible!

““Take a donation for me from Take a donation for me from 
anyone whose heart moves him anyone whose heart moves him 
to give…” to give…” (Exodus 25:2)(Exodus 25:2)



  Dedicated
in honour of my kidney donor

Simone
“Many daughters have done 

valiantly, but you surpassed them all”
With boundless gratitude

  Dedicated
by Philip and Mirella Walters

with everlasting gratitude to Philip’s 
kidney donor 

Stephen
who gave him the gift of life.

   

Siiimonne
“Many dauughters have done

allvavaaliantlyy, but yyoou surppassed them all”
WWWith bouuundless gratitude


