
Rabbi Neil Janes – The Liberal Jewish Synagogue  

n.janes@ljs.org 

@rabbineiljanes 

1 

 

Organ Donation 
The National Council of Muslim & Jewish Physicians 

Roundtable Discussion 
 

 

A Jewish Perspective 

Introduction and Summary 
I am a Liberal Rabbi. What that means is that I can give you a general understanding of Jewish 

principles, but, just as I would not wish an Orthodox Rabbi to represent my movement, I do not 

claim to speak on behalf of the halakhic (Jewish legal) authorities in the Orthodox world. 

Judaism is a religion of life. It prioritises the saving of life (known as Pikuach Nefesh) over all 

other commandments with a small number of exceptions (idolatry, illicit sexual relationships 

and taking of another life). One is instructed to ‘live by the commandments and not die by 

them’. Without wishing to get into the minutiae – this means that saving a life can be 

characterised by some as akin to a commandment itself (for example, eating on a fast day 

for a diabetic is as much a commandment as fasting for everyone else). 

There are some disputes over the way in which death is determined. In Liberal Judaism, Reform 

Judaism and probably Masorti Judaism, the most current scientific determination of death is 

accepted. However, in Orthodox Judaism, as a result of the reading of halakhic (legal) texts – 

death may, by some, only be determined when the heart has stopped and this can make 

heart and lung transplants impossible. 

 

Useful contacts 
 

Listed in alphabetical order The Federation of Synagogues 

Tel: 020 8202 2263 

http://www.federationofsynagogues.com/ 

Liberal Judaism 

Tel: 020 7580 1663 

http://liberaljudaism.org 

Masorti Judaism 

Tel: 020 8349 6650 

http://www.masorti.org.uk/ 

Movement for Reform Judaism 

Tel: 020 8349 5640 

http://www.reformjudaism.org.uk/ 

Spanish and Portuguese Jew’s Congregation 

Tel: 020 7289 2573 

http://www.sandp.org/ 

The United Synagogue 

Tel: 020 8343 8989 

http://www.theus.org.uk/ 

Halachic Organ Donor Society 

 

http://www.hods.org/ 
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General principles 
 

1. Pikuach Nefesh – (saving a life) is a principle which overrides almost all other 

commandments in Judaism. The requirement to save life is applied both to the donor 

and to the recipient. In cases of live donation, the donor’s life takes precedence over 

the recipient. In other words, the donor is not allowed to incur high risk in the act of 

making a donation. Kidney donation is now considered by almost all authorities as 

permissible, given the level of risk entailed. Post-mortem death is more complicated 

with regards establishing death (see below). Even where there is a question over 

whether the medical action will definitely save life, there is a mandate to save life. 

2. Chessed or Mitzvah – (act of kindness or commandment) for some, organ donation is 

an act of chessed (kindness) it is not a mandated religious obligation but is a loving 

thing to do. For others however, organ donation is interpreted as more than just an ‘act 

of kindness’ it is a mitzvah (a commandment) and therefore religiously mandated. 

3. Kavod Ha’met – (honour of the dead) is applied whenever possible, but may be 

overridden by ‘Pikuach Nefesh’ (the commandment to save a life). 

4. Nivul Ha’met – (mutilation of the dead) some, mistakenly, hold that donating an organ 

is a mutiliation of the dead – however pikuach nefesh (saving a life) overrides this. 

5. Halanat Ha’met – (delay in burial) In combination with the principles of kavod ha’met 

and nivul ha’met this means that the funeral for the deceased should be enabled as 

soon as possible after death and medical procedures carried out but does not override 

pikuach nefesh (saving a life).  

6. Hana’at Ha’met – (deriving benefit from the dead) – pikuach nefesh is prioritised over 

this principle. 

7. Techiyat Ha’metim – (Resurrection of the dead) some falsely think that a person needs 

to be buried with all their organs in order to be resurrected (for those Jews that believe 

in resurrection of the dead, not all do). This is not correct and is not the view held by 

any authorities. Moreover, the principle of pikuach nefesh (saving a life) overrides this 

concern anyway. 

8. Some authorities only permit donation where there is a recipient identified (literally 

‘before you’). This means that some Jews may be opposed to organ banks. However, 

there are also rulings which argue that there is sufficient demonstrated need for donors 

that this is not a requirement. 

9. Agreement from family should be obtained where possible. 

10. Determination of the moment of death – this is the major difficulty where the sacred 

texts of Judaism (sometimes called Rabbinic Literature) may be interpreted to be at 

odds in their world view from the modern scientific view. Some authorities hold that 

cessation of cardiac activity is required to determine the moment of death. Others 

accept the principle of brain stem death. In the former case (cessation of heart beat) 

it is almost impossible to conduct a heart and lung transplant that is in line with Jewish 

belief. However, not all authorities agree with this position – notably in Israel, the Chief 

Rabbinate permits heart transplants because it aligns itself with the latter principle 

determining death – brain stem death. 
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Some advice 
 

i. Judaism is, in principle, in favour of Organ Donation. It is encouraged - but for some it 

is only an act of chessed (kindness) and not mandated. For others it is a mitzvah 

(religious commandment) and therefore obligated. 

ii. If your patient or family is in doubt and has questions from the ‘Jewish perspective’ you 

should encourage them to speak to their rabbi or movement. However, if time is 

pressing you should make sure you have at your disposal some of the written materials 

from the different movements, so that families can be reassured. 

iii. Some, most likely Orthodox Jews, will not want to make a decision without advice from 

their rabbi, regardless of the general principles in support of organ donation. In this case 

you should respect their wishes and help them make efforts to be in touch – this will 

most likely occur in such situations around heart and lung transplants. Some rabbis will 

not give ‘generic advice’ to families, preferring to take each case individually and 

assess the specific details. 

iv. Whilst all the major Jewish movements support the principle of organ donation, you 

should remember that often more factors are at work in the decision making process 

and, therefore, the family should be supported and you should not imply they are going 

against their religion in making a decision either way. 

v. Families may not have a contact for their synagogue movement or may not be 

affiliated at all. This is common and a medical crisis can sometimes be the trigger to 

revisit Judaism. In this case, your hospital or trust may have connections with a Jewish 

chaplain – they (or your regular ecumenical chaplaincy provision) should be able to 

support you and the family. 

 

 

Articles from the main Jewish denominations in the UK 

Liberal Judaism 

http://www.liberaljudaism.org/news/675-organ-donation-scheme-is-courageous.html 

Masorti Judaism 

http://www.uscj.org/JewishLivingandLearning/SocialAction/SocialJustice/CurrentIssues/Healt

hIssues/TheMitzvahofOrganDonation.aspx 

(note this is not the UK Masorti Judaism, but from its sister movement in America) 

Movement for Reform Judaism 

http://news.reformjudaism.org.uk/assembly-of-rabbis/organ-donation.html 

United Synagogue 

http://www.hods.org/pdf/CR%20England%20Organ%20Donation%20Statement%20%205th%2

0Jan%202011.pdf 
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NHS Organ Donation advice 

http://www.organdonation.nhs.uk/how_to_become_a_donor/religious_perspectives/leaflets/

judaism_and_organ_donation.asp 

 

 

Books and Articles 
 

It’s fair to say that in the field of Jewish Medical Ethics there are two particular ly well known 

works. Rabbi Jakobovitz was the Orthodox Chief Rabbi in the UK and was instrumental in 

developing the new field of Jewish Medical Ethics, correctly identifying that science was 

advancing at a huge pace. The second by Rabbi Elliot Dorff is a more recent overview – he is 

a Conservative Rabbi (Masorti in America) but provides a perspective from across the Jewish 

spectrum. Rabbi Washofsky’s book is an American perspective on what be described as 

progressive Judaism (Reform and Liberal in the UK). It is an overview of all aspects of Jewish life, 

but does include a section on medical ethics. 

 Jewish Medical Ethics: A Comparative and Historical Study of the Jewish (1975) – Rabbi 

Lord Immanuel Jakobovitz 

 

 Matters of Life and Death: A Jewish Approach to Modern Medical Ethics (2003) – Rabbi 

Professor Elliot N. Dorff 

 

 Jewish Living: A Guide to Contemporary Reform Practice (2001) – Rabbi Professor Mark 

Washofsky 


