
 
 

 

 

 

 
As Jews, we’re raised with the idea of Tikkun Olam, or repairing the world. We fulfill this 
obligation through many direct means: volunteering at community organizations, opening up our 
hearts – and sometimes our homes – to those who are suffering, and of course, through 
tzedakah. Indeed, tzedakah may be the first mitzvah that comes to mind when someone asks for 
our help. We are a generous community, and those who can afford it – and quite a few of us who 
can’t afford it – give. We write a check. We swipe our cards. And now, we tap our phones and – 
beep – another act of tzedakah done.  
 
Whether through money or labor or simple acts of kindness, we give of ourselves. But there is 
another way of giving – truly, of giving of yourself – that I want to talk about today. I am speaking 
about participating in medical research.  
 
Why talk about this on Shabbat? This week’s combined Torah portions, Tazria and Metzorah, are 
about leprosy. The parsha reminds us to prevent this and other afflictions, whether by abstaining 
from spiritual trespasses, such as forbidden gossip or lashon harah, or by looking after our health 
and the health of families. But we’re part of bigger families as well. The family that is the Jewish 
people, and the family that is humankind.  
 
Perhaps because of the number of Jewish researchers and Jewish physicians, Jews are well 
represented in medical research, and this participation has paid great dividends for the health of 
our community. Through research we have learned to identify Jewish risks for genetic disorders, 
and in the case of Tay-Sachs, to virtually eliminate new cases. We hear the story of Mary Claire 
King, who discovered the connection between BRCA genes common in Ashkenazi Jews and 
breast cancer, but behind her studies are the stories of literally thousands of Jewish women who 
agreed to participate.  
 
And volunteers stand behind the accomplishments of a team in Israel that developed an 
innovative treatment for Gaucher disease, a rare but potentially debilitating condition that is 100 
times more common in Jews than in the population at large. Using plant cells to improve the 
speed and safety of drug production, this new therapy – the first ever prescription medication to 
receive Kosher certification – has benefitted patients around the world. 
 
Now, also related to Gaucher disease, there is a new call for volunteers from our community. 
Researchers supported by The Michael J. Fox Foundation are exploring a connection between 
carriers of Gaucher disease, most of whom have no symptoms, and some forms of Parkinson’s 
disease. These diseases have been linked to the same genetic mutation, a mutation that’s found 
more frequently in Ashkenazi Jews, and they are asking for our help. The Michael J. Fox 
Foundation is calling on Jewish families with a history of either disease to participate in a 
landmark clinical study that could advance scientific progress toward better treatments and a cure 
for Parkinson’s.  
 
Sometimes when talking about tzedakah, we say that giving should hurt – just a little. Some 
medical research involves inconvenience, or even some physical discomfort. But if you are able, 
please consider this important way to give, whether by participating in this research, or by 
volunteering for another worthy study.  
 
To learn more about this study, visit MichaelJFox.org/PPMI/Genetics. You can also visit 
JewishGenetics.org to learn more about genetic health, and to access expertise and resources. 

 
 
 


