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by Shimon Breitkopf and Yair Stern
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WHen tHe PolICe got A tIP froM A DISgruntleD 

HeAltH MInIStry eMPloyee tHAt 

Rabbi YeshaYahu hebeR WAS InvolveD 

In orgAn trAffICkIng, tHe CHAllenge of 

A HuMIlIAtIng ArreSt AnD DegrADIng 

InveStIgAtIon only StrengtHeneD HIS 

CoMMItMent to CuttIng tHe bureAuCrACy AnD 

ContInuIng to MAtCH kIDney DonorS WItH 

enD-StAge PAtIentS before It’S too lAte
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For Rabbi Yeshayahu Heber, the 
first workday of the new year, 
like every other day of the year 
that had just ended, began at 
sunrise on behalf of the dozens 
of kidney transplant patients 
he’s in touch with on a regular 
basis. It was the morning of 
Tzom Gedalyah, and his phone 
was ringing with halachic and 
practical questions: Were they 
required to fast? Should they 
fast until midday? What should 
they be drinking?

Rabbi Heber  — founder of 
Matnat Chaim, a nonprofit 
organization that matches 
voluntary kidney donors with 
patients on a transplant waiting 
list independent of certain 

government protocols  — answered each question with utmost 
patience, addressing every caller with warmth and solicitude, even 
though all the answers were the same. At 7:30, he picked up his tallis 
and tefillin and set out for shul. But when he stepped outside, he was 
in for the shock of his life. 

Several police cars had blocked the entrance to the building, 
and a large group of onlookers had gathered outside. Nine burly 
cops were standing in a circle, awaiting instructions. Why had a 
veritable battalion of policemen suddenly descended on a quiet 
residential street in Har Nof? Rabbi Heber too was curious to find 
out, but before he could take more than a few steps, the squad leader 
approached him.

“Are you Rabbi Heber?” he asked.
“Yes,” the rabbi confirmed.
“You’re under arrest.”
It was a moment of utter disbelief. Rabbi 

Heber, a distinguished community activist, 
faculty member of a prominent yeshivah 
and a man who’d dedicated years of his 
life to chesed, was suddenly placed under 
arrest like a common criminal. 

“We have a search warrant,” the com-
mander announced. “We’re going inside.”

Rabbi Heber made no effort to resist the 
search — not that it would have helped him. 
But he had one request. “You can search 
for anything you want,” he said. “But do me 
one favor: My daughter is supposed to be 
leaving for school in about eight minutes. 
Please wait until she leaves. Why should 
she be traumatized by the sight of her 
father coming into the house surrounded 
by policemen?”

The request was coldly refused. “We’re 
going in now,” the commander insisted. 
“We don’t want to waste any time.”

The humiliating investigation had been 
sparked by the complaint of some Health 
Ministry personnel who claimed that 
Matnat Chaim kidney recipients were 
bumped to the top of the waiting list in 
exchange for donations to the organization. 
While government waiting lists remain 
bogged down by red tape, Matnat Chaim 
donors are allowed to give their organs 
to a recipient of their choosing or to an 
unspecified recipient, provided that “there 
is a medically-suitable recipient for the 
donated organ,” but the Health Ministry 
has complained that the policy leads to 
possible discrimination, noting that most 
of Matnat Chaim’s donors request Jewish 
recipients. (Kidney donors working within 
the framework of the Health Ministry are 
not officially allowed to make any such 
stipulation.)

After an exhaustive search, the police 
managed to find only a single document: a 
legal opinion that Rabbi Heber had received 

from a prominent attorney, stating that it 
was, in fact, permissible for him to solicit 
donations for his work on behalf of people 
suffering from kidney disease. That piece 
of evidence, combined with testimonies of 
both donors and recipients hauled in for 
questioning, eventually took the wind out 
of the investigation that had been launched 
amid much fanfare  — an extreme stretch 
of the meaning of illegal organ trafficking 
at best  — and that was finally closed last 
month with little more than a wheeze.

 
Thursday, 26 Elul, 5778
A year after Rabbi Heber’s harrowing 

ordeal began, he heard from a reporter 
(who else?) that the case was finally closed. 
“I was in a cab when I received that call, 
and I called my lawyer on the spot,” Rabbi 
Heber says of the best news of the year, 
received right before Rosh Hashanah. 

 That Friday night in shul, Rabbi Heber 
was amazed to hear the gabbai announce 
that his parents and in-laws were inviting 
the entire community to a Kiddush in 
celebration of the good news. That was 
a pleasant surprise for Rabbi Heber, but 
when hundreds of people came the next 
day to congratulate him on the acquittal, 
he realized that not only was the year-long 
nightmare behind him, but that he could 
get back to the dozens of patients and 
donors who were waiting for him. As far 
as he was concerned, the time to celebrate 
would be after they recovered — a goal that 
for many had once seemed unattainable, 
but is now realistically within reach.

en years ago, 
Rabbi Heber 
was a Jerusa-
lem cheder 
principal and 
a maggid shiur 
in the Nesivos 
Chochmah ye-
shivah in the 

Bayit Vegan neighborhood (where he’s 
still on the faculty). His entire day re-
volved around chinuch  — he loved learn-
ing, teaching, talking to bochurim and 
helping them work through their issues. 
But then, at age 45, he experienced renal 
failure and found himself on the receiving 
end of a kidney from a friend. 

 After undergoing a kidney transplant 
himself, Rabbi Heber saw up close the 
enormous suffering experienced by 
dialysis patients swinging back and 
forth between hope and despair, as 
opportunities for a transplant seem 
concrete but then disappear. 

During the long hours he spent hooked 
up to a dialysis machine until a kidney 
transplant gave him a new lease on life, 
Rabbi Heber met many other patients 
suffering from kidney disease, but what 
pushed him to take action was the case 
of Pinchas Turgeman, a 19-year-old boy 
from Kiryat Arba whose condition had 
deteriorated to a critical level. Rabbi Heber 
took the initiative to look for a compatible 
donor and in fact found one, but Pinchas 
passed away before all the bureaucratic 
procedures could be completed. With 
his passing, the Turgemans were left 
childless  — Pinchas’s one older brother 
had been killed in the course of his army 
service.

“This shook me to the core,” Rabbi 
Heber recalls. “His father told me he 
sacrificed two sons, one on the altar of the 
Land of Israel and the other on the altar of 
Israeli bureaucracy.

“Even if a donor is found,” Rabbi Heber 
continues, “under the current medical 
system it might be months before the 
transplant can be performed, and many 
patients can’t survive that wait. I decided 
then that I would do everything in my 
power to expedite the bureaucratic 
process.”

During that first year, he arranged four 
transplants; as of now, the number has 
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grown to about 120 transplants per year. 
In the last decade, Rabbi Heber has been 
responsible for saving the lives of over 
600 people.

“People heard what happened to 
Pinchas, and soon I began receiving calls 
from patients and doctors who wanted my 
help to obtain kidneys. After consulting 
with Rav Elyashiv, I started dedicating 
most of my day to these efforts, even 
cutting down my yeshivah hours. But 
after a while, I began to feel I just didn’t 
have the energy to continue. I went to 
speak to Rav Steinman, who had been my 
mentor and rebbi since my youth, and 
he told me that I wasn’t allowed to stop. 
That gave me the strength to continue, 
especially during the past year which was 
a real setback for our activities.”

Rabbi Heber is intimately involved in 
every step of the process — helping donors 
make a decision to undergo the operation, 
coordinating between the various 
transplant centers, and accompanying the 
testing and confirmation of compatibility 
that must be completed before a 
transplant can take place.

His goal is to shorten the waiting list for 
kidney transplants to zero waiting time, 
and the progress he has made toward that 
goal has been applauded by people from 
all sectors of the population, triggering 
a synergistic response and widening the 
circle of lifesaving donors. 

And it’s not only in Israel. About two 
years ago, a Christian woman from 
Germany read about the organization 
and donated one of her kidneys to a young 
Jewish mother, which she intended 
as an act of atonement for her Nazi 
grandfather’s war crimes. 

 “We don’t convince anyone to donate a 
kidney,” Rabbi Heber says. “The decision 
to donate a kidney must come from a 
genuine desire on the part of the donor. 
Our job is to publicize the need for kidney 
transplants, to make people aware of 

the plight of dialysis patients, to provide 
professional information about the 
process of donating a kidney and the risks 
involved, and to publicize the stories of 
kidney donors and their donations.” 

How does Rabbi Heber convince 
someone to give up a kidney? “We publish 
advertisements in the newspapers, and 
the response is significant. In general, 
we take the most tragic cases that come 
to our attention  — such as a mother of 
eight children who is in urgent need of 
a kidney  — and advertise them. These 
notices elicit a wave of interest, and after 
we find a suitable donor for the specific 
case that was advertised, we tell the other 
people who contacted us about additional 
patients in need.” Rabbi Heber says the 
organization’s very first kidney donation 
came through Mishpacha, from an A. M. 
Amitz story about a mother of a large 
family who was in need of a new kidney. 

 
he first signs of 
trouble for 
Rabbi Heber’s 
o r g a n i z a t i o n 
appeared about 
a year and a half 
ago, when one 
of Israel’s me-
dia outlets ran a 
series of stories 

casting aspersions on the donors’ choices 
of recipients for their kidneys, the low lev-
el of transplants  in the Arab sector, and 
the organization’s sources of funding. 
Rabbi Heber addressed all those allega-
tions with ease, but the rumors took on 
wings and soon a criminal file was in the 
works. 

For half a year, the police conducted 
a clandestine investigation. Then they 
pounced after Rosh Hashanah last year, 
arresting Rabbi Heber and hauling in his 
office manager, accountant, and several 
others for questioning. 

Rabbi Heber, who generally has good 
words even for difficult people, says that 
the police treatment was nothing short 
of degrading. “They ransacked our home 
while we stood helplessly and watched 
them wreak havoc. We knew they 
wouldn’t find a shred of incriminating 
evidence, but it was a horrible, degrading 
and humiliating scene. 

“Even after the police left with that 
single document — which, ironically, was 
a confirmation that we were permitted 
to raise funds for our activities  — they 
continued to treat me like a common 
criminal. They handcuffed me and the 
next thing I knew, I was at the Moriah 
police station facing dozens of people 
including many friends, kidney donors, 
transplant recipients, and just about 
anyone who ever had any connection to 
my activities. They all stood there in shock 
and anger, feeling that a terrible injustice 
was being perpetrated.”

Rabbi Heber’s wife, Rachel, was given 
a summons for questioning as well. She 
was to arrive at 10:30, after teaching her 
morning class at Beis Yaakov Har Nof. 
“The first thing I did was to call my family 
and to tell them what was happening. I 
didn’t want them to hear about it from 
the news,” she says. She pulled herself 
together, went to school, and taught her 
class. “It was to be a Yahadus lesson on 
Aseres Yemei Teshuvah, and I wondered 
what I would tell the girls a few minutes 
before facing a criminal investigation. 
I knew I had to maintain a sense of 
routine and to give the girls the greatest 
inspiration possible. I remember telling 
them about the obligation to give thanks 
to Hashem under all circumstances. I felt 
like I was telling it to myself. 

“A few hours later, I met up with the 
police officer who had ordered the search 
of our home. When he saw me, something 
in his Jewish heart was reawakened, 
and he asked me to forgive him for his 

rabbi heber risked the terms of his house arrest when he went down 
to the street to greet rav Chaim in his car. 

“Baruch hashem, rav Chaim’s brachah was fulfilled”

matnat Chaim donors are allowed to give a kidney to the recipient of their 
choosing, a condition that infuriated some health ministry personnel
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aggressive behavior. I didn’t have a 
lawyer, and they offered me a public 
defender. I knew that I had no reason to 
be afraid. I pointed upward and said to my 
interrogators, ‘I have the best Lawyer in 
the world. Ask me anything you want.’”

abbi Heber 
was being in-
terrogated si-
multaneously 
at the same 
station, and 
when he was 
later brought 
before a 
judge, the po-

lice asked for his remand to be extended 
for ten days. Rabbi Heber realized he’d 
have to prepare himself for an extended 
stay in a jail cell, but before the judge could 
issue his ruling, a note arrived from Israeli 
Chief Rabbi Rav David Lau  — a personal 
message to the judge offering to take Rabbi 
Heber into his own home in lieu of keeping 
him behind bars. An enterprising askan 
called Rav Lau out of the beis din where he 
was sitting that morning to make the un-
usual request. 

Even with the chief rabbi’s letter, Rabbi 
Heber’s lawyer didn’t think the request 
had much chance of being accepted. He 
presumed that the verdict had already 
been written, and that it would be a waste 
of time to fight it. He also believed that in 
light of the high-profile nature of the case, 
the judge would find it even more difficult 
to accept this creative form of house 
arrest, and that he would automatically 
rubber-stamp the remand extension. 
The prosecution objected, but the judge 
surprised them by agreeing to the request. 
“I would like there to be some respect for 
the chief rabbi,” he said.

At about nine that night, Rabbi Heber 
was taken from the court to the Lau home. 
“About ten minutes before I arrived,” 
Rabbi Heber says, “Rebbetzin Lau was 
told that a man would be hostage eating, 

sleeping, and davening in their home. To 
the credit of the Rav and the Rebbetzin, 
they bent over backward to make the 
situation as comfortable as possible 
for me, considering it was the most 
pressurized time of the year for them. It’s 
a week that Rav Lau travels all over the 
country delivering shiurim and lectures, 
and they still have small children at home 
who weren’t expecting a guest to be under 
lock and key in their house. It was Aseres 
Yemei Teshuvah, the period of Selichos, 
and my neighbors decided to surprise me 
and organize a daily minyan for Selichos in 
Rav Lau’s living room, which also became a 
non-stop visitors center. 

“I’ve been involved in chesed for many 
years,” he says, “but I’ve never encountered 
such incredible hospitality.”

Rabbi Heber spent the next week 
shuttled between the Lau home and an 
interrogation chamber. Along with him, 
the police questioned about 300 other 
people, in a criminal case that seemed like 
a massive scandal when it began. “After it 
was over,” Rabbi Heber relates, “the others 
who were questioned told me that by the 
third day of the interrogations, the police 
had even begun to apologize. They said 
that they were sorry, and they realized 
that there had been some sort of mistake. 
There was actually a bizarre situation in 
which the people who were interrogated, 
most of whom had donated or received 
kidneys, were actually persuading the 
police personnel to become kidney donors 
themselves.”

When Rabbi Heber returned to 
the Lau home after every exhausting 
interrogation, he was met by doctors, 
nurses, and other staff members of various 
transplant centers, who had come to offer 
him encouragement. Dozens of doctors in 
Israel signed petitions on Rabbi Heber’s 
sake, as did media personalities, some of 
whom had been personally exposed to his 
work. Over 100 dramatic personal accounts 
of people who had undergone kidney 
transplants were publicized, describing 
how Rabbi Heber ran a law-abiding and 
transparent organization without the 
slightest interest in remuneration or 
personal gain. (Rabbi Heber credits those 
efforts, to a large extent, for the swift 
closure of the case against him.)On Erev 
Yom Kippur, Rabbi Heber was permitted 
to return to his home until the end of the 
fast. As a special gesture, the court even 
allowed him to attend shul and lead the 
davening, as he had done in previous years. 

“I quipped to the other people in the shul 
that now, they had a genuine opportunity 
to pray with the avaryanim,” he says. He 
asked Rav Steinman to daven for him, 
and also received a brachah from Rav 
David Abuchatzeira, who sent a message 
that everything that was happening was 
because the Satan cannot tolerate such 
virtuous initiatives. “After the Satan 
receives his share, Rav David assured me, 
everything would work out.”

Rabbi Heber says the main thing that kept 
him going during those stressful, unsure 
days was the tremendous outpouring of 

in quieter times, receiving an honor from israel’s President Shimon Peres.
“i decided i’d do everything in my power to expedite the process”
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love from the public. On Erev Yom Kippur, 
a leading secular newspaper published a 
front-page story about him  — the writer 
was a kidney transplant recipient named 
Dror Feuer, who had interviewed Rabbi 
Heber before the arrest. “When the article 
was published just before Yom Kippur, it 
definitely made waves,” Rabbi Heber says.
Over the following days, the investigators 
realized that their case had little substance. 
To the police’s credit, they decided to 
release Rabbi Heber from the chief rabbi’s 
house and permit him to return home 
for Succos. He would still be under house 
arrest, but in a sense, he would be free.

“This was the first time I was able 
to dwell in the succah to complete 
perfection,” Rabbi Heber adds. “I had 
no occasion to leave the succah  — not 
for any kind of family gathering or other 
obligation.” On one of the days of Chol 
Hamoed, he received a special guest: Rav 
Chaim   Kanievsky had come to Jerusalem 
and visited Rabbi Heber personally to 
show solidarity.

 “I went downstairs to greet him and 
to receive his brachah,” says Rabbi 
Heber, “even though technically I wasn’t 
supposed to go downstairs. But Rav Chaim 
wasn’t feeling well, and I didn’t want to 
trouble him in any way. I consulted with 
my lawyer, who told me that I should go 
downstairs to see Rav Chaim, and that he 
would take responsibility if there was any 
trouble as a result. Baruch Hashem, there 
were no repercussions, and Rav Chaim’s 
brachah was fulfilled.”

abbi Heber 
was released 
from house 
arrest shortly 
after Succos 
and was per-
mitted to re-
turn to work 
as usual. His 
c o m p u t e r s 

were returned to his office as well, but his 

organization suffered heavy financial 
losses, since the law prohibits certain 
funding sources from making donations 
to organizations that are being investi-
gated. Those financial problems, howev-
er, had little effect on the kidney dona-
tions — Rabbi Heber managed to arrange 
for 120 transplants to take place over the 
past year.

Although life seemed to have returned 
to normal, a black cloud continued to 
hover over the heads of the Heber family. 
Overnight, Rabbi Heber had gone from 
being a respected community activist 
who had saved many lives across the 
globe, who had managed to spark a 
revolution in such a difficult and painful 
area of medicine, to being a suspect in a 
criminal case whose fate was in the hands 
of mortal judges in a country where the 
wheels of justice turn exceedingly slowly.

But the year passed, and the good news 
finally came. “I went home and told my 
wife, and we recited Mizmor L’Todah 
together. The first thing we did, after 
purchasing a cake from the bakery to 
celebrate, was to notify all the wonderful 
people who had helped us throughout 
the year.

“Our first call, of course, was to the 

Lau family. Next, we called Professor 
Eitan Mor, director of the transplant 
department at Beilinson Hospital in 
Petach Tikvah, who had spoken out 
against my arrest. He was in the middle 
of a meeting when I called, and he told 
me that he would get back to me, but I 
couldn’t help myself from telling him the 
good news. I heard later that the doctors 
immediately interrupted their meeting 
to celebrate with a l’chayim.”

The Heber home was soon inundated 
with dozens of bouquets of flowers, 
letters of thanks, and excited phone 
calls. At the kiddush that Shabbos, 
Rabbi Moshe Ravitz  — who had himself 
donated a kidney to his late father, MK 
Rabbi Avraham Ravitz a”h — spoke about 
the unique giving that comes along with 
a kidney donation, where the recipient 
feels no shame at being a “taker” and the 
giver feels like he’s gained a great zechus. 

Looking back as he dusts off the 
remnants of a painful, challenge-ridden 
year, Rabbi Heber says the blessing is 
in how the events of the past 12 months 
have highlighted the revolution that’s 
taken place in the realm of kidney 
transplants. 

 “My greatest joy is the privilege of 
getting to know the most wonderful 
people in this country — people who are 
willing to enter an operating room and to 
donate an organ out of their own bodies 
to others,” he says. “At the same time, I’ve 
also encountered the dark underbelly of 

our society, people who are prepared to 
cause hundreds of patients to lose their 
lives for the sake of their own personal 
interests.” 

Rabbi Heber is referring to the 
existence of a huge and highly lucrative 
underground industry  — the real organ 
traffickers. “There are people who 
make millions of shekels from every 
kidney transplant,” he relates. “They 
take patients to Third World countries 
to receive new kidneys, and manage 
to pocket hefty sums of money in the 
process. Until we began our operations, 
there were cars with loudspeakers that 
would often make the rounds of religious 
neighborhoods, calling on the residents 
to donate money for a kidney transplant 
in chutz l’Aretz. You may have noticed 
that those appeals disappeared for a 
while. All of a sudden, we stopped hearing 
about urgent fundraising campaigns 
for people who were in desperate need 
of kidney transplants  — because those 
same transplants had become free.”

This Rosh Hashanah, although Rabbi 
Heber was no longer praying for a good 
judgment from a human court, he knew 
there were still books open in Heaven. 
“The real court case was only beginning, 
and I davened that this would be a year 
of increasing kevod Shamayim and saving 
as many Jewish lives as possible  — and, 
of course, for the Final Redemption to 
arrive, so that there will no longer be any 
need for kidney donations.”  —
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israeli chief rabbi rav david 
lau took the “prisoner” into his 
own home in lieu of keeping him 
behind bars. “i’ve been involved 
in chesed for many years,” says 
rabbi heber, “but i’ve never 
encountered such incredible 
hospitality”

"all of a sudden, we stopped hearing 
about urgent fundraising campaigns 
for people who were in desperate need of 
kidney transplants — because Those 
same TransplanTs had become free”


