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“All mankind stands at this moment at the graveside of Louis Washkansky –

may his grave be for a blessing.”

Professor I. Abrahams, Chief Rabbi of the Cape,

at the funeral of Louis Washkansky, Pinelands, 22 December 1967

It seems that the story of the first human heart transplant, which took place in the early

hours of 3rd December 1967 at Groote Schuur Hospital in Cape Town, South Africa, may be

about to yield yet another twist 50 years on.

The priest Ezekiel, one of three major Old Testament prophets (the other two being Isaiah

and Jeremiah), recorded some 2,600 years ago what can only be described as a startling

piece of foreknowledge, namely, that transplants of human organs would become part of

medicine in the future:

I will remove from them their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh.

[Ezekiel 11:19]

The context of this ancient scripture is the promised return of the people of Israel from their

exile in Babylon which began in 597 B.C. The passage in which it occurs is highly literary and

prophetical, with a positive tone established through a series of promises for the future.

Although Ezekiel 11:19 anticipates a spiritual rebirth, it does draw an analogy between this

process of inner renewal and an organ transplant. It paints a picture of the actual removal of

a defective heart and its replacement with a living, or healthy, heart, which points to the

medical purpose of a heart transplant.

The new translation of the Afrikaans Bible brings out the vividness of Ezekiel’s figure of

speech:

Ek sal die kliphart uit hulle liggam verwyder en hulle ‘n hart van vleis gee.

Underlying such a comparison between a spiritual and physical transplant is the startling

insight of an ancient prophecy that it will become possible in the future of medicine to

remove inner organs from the body and replace them with ones which are in better

condition.



Ezekiel, who was prophesying to his fellow exiled Jews (1), wanted, then, to illustrate the

spiritual equivalent of what we call today a heart transplant. But medical knowledge itself

only caught up with the underlying concept of Ezekiel 11:19 over two and a half thousand

years later. That was when heart surgeon Professor Christian Barnard, his brother Marius

and the whole heart team at Groote Schuur Hospital placed the heart of Denise Darvall, who

had just been declared brain-dead after a motor vehicle accident, into the body of a dying

man called Louis Washkansky on that fateful weekend early in December of ’67.

It’s important to conduct some exegesis on this text to make sure the right conclusions are

being drawn from it. An exegesis is defined as “a thorough, analytical study of a biblical

passage done so as to arrive at a useful interpretation of the passage.” (2) The idea is to

determine the specific meaning of a scripture, properly contextualised and using lexical

analysis of key words like “heart”, “flesh”, “stony” and “remove”.

The Hebrew word for “remove”, or take out, here is cûwr, originally meaning to turn off,

with other meanings like pluck away, remove, be without, withdraw, etc. It can even have

connotations of deterioration. In this verse, the verb indicates getting rid of something. The

word “stony”, which translates eben, from the root word in Hebrew for build, bânâh,

suggests that the organ in question is completely lifeless, especially when compared to a

heart of flesh. The word “flesh” occurs twice in the verse as shown in the King James

Version:

I will take the stony heart out of their flesh, and will give them a heart of flesh.

In both occurrences of the word, the Hebrew is bâsâr, derived from the verb to be fresh, to

be full (cheerful), the idea being that flesh is fresh or healthy. Other applications of the

meaning include the body, the person, nakedness, the self and skin. The word “flesh” in the

scripture clearly refers, then, to a dimension of the physical body.

To paraphrase in a transliterated sense, this verse is talking about getting rid of something

rotten or defective in the body as part of a broader spiritual analogy.

The Hebrew word for “heart” in Ezekiel 11:19 is lêb or lêbâb, referring to the body’s most

interior, or enclosed, organ, with a wide range of possible applications such as the centre of

something, the will, the intellect, the feelings and what we might call today the soul, mind

or seat of intelligence and consciousness. It should be remembered in exegesis that a “single

Hebrew word rarely corresponds precisely to a single English word but may range in

meaning through all or parts of several English words.” (3)

The New Bible Dictionary points out that this Old Testament word “heart” (lêb) can refer to

the internal organs as well, as we see when it occurs in the graphic description of the death

of Absalom:

So, he [Joab] took three javelins in his hand and plunged them into Absalom’s heart

while Absalom was still alive in the oak tree. [2 Samuel 18:14]



In New Testament Greek, the word for heart is kardia, meaning the chief organ of physical

life (Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words), which was often used

figuratively to refer to “the hidden springs of the personal life”. (4)

The point about this kind of figurative language, of course, is that a figure of speech typically

sets up a comparison between something literal and a meaning the writer is trying to

describe, as in “my love is like a red, red rose” in the Robert Burns poem or “Shall I compare

thee to a summer's day?” in the opening line of the well-known Shakespearean sonnet. A

comparison, according to The New Oxford Dictionary of English, is a “consideration or

estimate of the similarities or dissimilarities between two things or people.” (5)

To return to Ezekiel 11:19, the prophet is comparing a spiritual revival to the physical

removal of an interior organ, even though at the time the concept of a heart transplant

would have been completely inconceivable. That is why it appears we are dealing with a

case of foreknowledge, that is, knowing about something before it happens or has become

real. One scholar observes that Ezekiel possessed “unique powers of telepathy,

clairvoyance and prognosis.” (6) Another Old Testament scholar described the prophet as

combining ecstatic visions of the future with a sober sense of reality. (7) We see Ezekiel’s

powers of foretelling the future on display in his prediction of a future restoration of the

state of Israel following exile:

This is what the Sovereign Lord says: I will take the Israelites out of the nations

where they have gone. I will gather them from all around and bring them back into

their own land. I will make them one nation in the land, on the mountains of Israel.

There will be one king over all of them and they will never again be two nations or be

divided into two kingdoms. [Ezekiel 37:21-22]

As a professional priest and a prophet whose ministry lasted over two decades, Ezekiel

remains a towering biblical figure. His vision of a heart transplant centuries before it became

factual must rank as one of the greatest prognostications of human history. It is evident that

the 1967 human heart transplant turned the concept behind this comparison made by

Ezekiel between spiritual and physical heart transplants into a fact.

In an historic operation lasting close to six hours, Chris Barnard and his team removed the

dying heart of Louis Washkansky (“stony heart”) and replaced it with the healthy heart of

donor Denise Darvall (“heart of flesh”). What is truly remarkable is that the ’67 medical

breakthrough, which fulfilled a 2,600 year-old biblical promise, saw the heart of a gentile

woman placed into the body of a dying Jewish man, a symbolic event of reconciliation with

important historical and religious overtones. When Louis Washkansky died 18 days after

the very first human heart transplant, the woman’s heart inside him was still performing

beautifully. The post mortem showed that the cause of death had been respiratory failure

brought about by double pneumonia following the invasion of his lungs by the dangerous

klebsiella bacterium.



Time Magazine in Africa journalist Peter Hawthorne, author of the first book about the

operation, The Transplanted Heart, wrote in 1968 that the rabbinical authorities he

consulted, including Dr Immanuel Jakobovitz, Chief Rabbi of the British Commonwealth, all

concluded that there had been no transgression of Jewish religious law in the transplant of

an Anglican Christian woman into the body of Washkansky, a Jewish businessman. (8)

Chris and Marius Barnard had themselves grown up in a devout Christian home. Their father

Adam was employed as a minister to the Coloured people in the Dutch Reformed Church in

Beaufort West. At the end of his autobiography, Marius Barnard wrote: “Throughout my life

I have striven to embody the ideals embraced by my father, whose passionate belief in God,

compassion and the resilience of the human spirit was matched only by his boundless love

for children….Unlike Frank Sinatra, who sings that he did it his way, I can, now that my end is

near, say with total conviction that I did it God’s way.” (9) While not as religious as his

parents or his younger brother, what is not very well-known about Chris Barnard is that he,

too, was a man of faith who prayed before major operations, including while he was

showering before the historic heart operation. In his autobiography One Life he testified

that he derived strength from prayer. “I could never sustain my life, nor nourish the memory

of my father,” he wrote, “if I did not believe in God.” (10)

So, this act of symbolic reconciliation between two faiths, and between the female and male

genders, in the 1967 heart operation led by men of prayer, carried no religious or

theological offence. It does strike me as compelling that this kind of message is part of the

meaning of an operation that turned the medical promise underlying an ancient prophecy

into a fact of modern science.
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