
The Start  
of a Family
Rabbi Yoseph  and Rebbetzin Tzippy 
Vigler weren’t looking to start an orga-
nization. As directors of Mayan Yisroel, a 
center for fostering a deeper connection 
to Yiddishkeit, located in Flatbush, they 
had their hands full. But then Rebbetzin 
Vigler was approached by a close friend. 
A single parent, this friend understood 
firsthand the challenges faced by chil-
dren raised without both parents. 

“Let’s work with these children,” she 
said. “They are struggling. We may not 
be able to avoid the struggle but they 

shouldn’t suffer. Children from single 
parent homes are at a higher risk. If we 
work with them now, we can avoid years 
of therapy down the line.”

They started with a Chanukah party two 
years ago. “It began in our center,” Rabbi 
Vigler said. “But word spread on social 
media and so many children came, we 
had to move to the Agudah hall.”

Rebbetzin Vigler started an after-school 
program with fifteen children, one eve-
ning for girls and the other evening for 
boys. It was a nurturing environment 
where children from single parent 
homes--whether due to their parents 
separation, death, or even incarcera-
tion--could gather. With the help of 

an assistant, she guided the girls aged 
Pre1A through eighth grade with their 
homework, prepared a fun activity or 
craft, and gave them dinner. Local high 
school volunteers helped as well.

“Our center is about reaching out to the 
soul of Yiddishkeit and this is a division 
that just grew faster than we ever intend-
ed. It’s a continuation of our mission, to 
change lives. The beauty of working with 
children is that if you give them a tool 
for life, you can change everything about 
them. Plant them in the right way where 
they reach the sunlight,  and they grow 
in the right direction. Wait until they’re 
older and it gets much harder to point 
them in the right way.”

The therapeutic 
Element
Several times a year, My Extended Family 
arranged a trip that was pure fun.

Then a donor approached Rabbi Vigler. 
“It’s very nice that you’re taking the kids to 
Great Adventures,” he said. “ But what hap-
pens the next day? I want to know what 
happens to each kid.”

It spurred them to take the organization to 
the next level.

Rabbi and Rebbetzin Vigler met with Rabbi 
Silver who runs Madraigos, an organization 
for kids at risk. He helped them hire their 
clinical director Mrs. Tali Arieff, LCSW, and 
guided them through the process of adding 
the therapeutic aspect to their program.

Before long, she hired and supervised a 
full staff of social work interns, who work 
one on one with the children, mentoring 
them, and serving as a liaison between 
the schools. Aside from supervising, Mrs. 
Arieff networks with various community 
agencies, and guides interventions, also 
involving herself in the creative aspect of 
programming, writing and speaking.  

She hires interns who are passionate about 
making a difference. 

“Many of our interns will take this internship 
with less convenient hours because they’ve 
been raised in single parent homes or are 
single parents themselves. They are willing 
to go the extra mile because of their person-
al experience,” she said.

Aside from the mentoring, each week there 
is a therapeutic activity in the group setting. 

“This can be even more important than 
the mentoring,” Mrs. Arieff said. “It enables 
children to talk about things that are un-
comfortable to talk about in school. For 
example, Yom Tov plans. Just stating that 
they’ll spend part of Yom Tov at their moth-
er and the other part at their father can be 
a relief. They’re surrounded by people who 

understand exactly what that means and 
how it feels.”

They also do activities to address social 
skills, anger management, and good school 
habits. “It can be very overwhelming to be 
a single mother,” she said. “It’s not that the 
parents are lacking, but the situation can 
be overwhelming. They are not at fault, 
but they are the ones struggling.  We do 
everything we can to help them succeed.”

Success
Two years into the program, the devoted 
staff of My Extended Family sees the kind of 
results that push them to keep expanding. 

On one occasion, a twelve-year old boy 
in their program was kicked out of school 
for using the internet inappropriately. The 
mother was helpless--how could she take 
on the hanhala in a boy’s school? The so-
cial worker intervened on his behalf. 

“We told the school that we were taking 
responsibility for the child,” Rabbi Vigler 
said. “And we did. His mentor worked ex-
tensively with him, eradicating the original 
issue. Six months later, this child is doing 
very well. He’s now a big brother in our 
program which gives him a sense of re-
sponsibility and pride.”

Then there was the mother who moved 
back to Flatbush with several children af-
ter living for years in an isolated area, far 
from any Jewish community. Newly di-
vorced, she rented a small apartment and 
had nothing to furnish it with. She turned 
to My Extended Family and they provided 
her with the basics she was lacking. Then 
she turned to them again. Her youngest 
child wasn’t doing well. It was too much for 
her to handle and she wanted to send her 
child back to her father, where she would 
have no access to Jewish education, or 
normal life.

“Don’t worry,” Rebbetzin Vigler told the 
mother. “We’ll help you.” And they did, 
finding a place for the child to board so 
she could remain close to her family and 
still feel loved and connected.

Not all the families need such intensive 
support. Many have adequate resources 

and family support, but still, often the child 
may feel different from his or her peers 
and finds acceptance and understanding 
in the program. Dovid’s* mother raised 
her six children with admirable strength 
and turned to my Extended Family for one 
reason--she wanted Dovid to have regular 
individual contact with a male role model. 
Her instincts proved correct--Dovid thrived 
with the attention of his big brother.

“We often deal with an emotional lack in 
the child’s life,” Rabbi Vigler said. “The 
soul of the child is in pain. Sometimes it’s 
a physical lack, of things we take for grant-
ed such as food or clothing. We try to fill 
the gap of the missing parent as much as 
we can. Sometimes the children wonder 
if they’ll have a normal life.  ‘No you won’t 
be normal,’ I tell them. ‘You will be better 
than normal if you take your struggle and 
transform adversity into triumph.You’ll be 
the kind of person who has a marriage that 
is super amazing because of your struggle 
and the kind of person who helps others 
because you’ll be sensitive to their pain.”

Growth
My Extended Family started with one party 
and fifteen children. Today, two years lat-
er, they service eighty girls and boys on 
a weekly basis, with plans to expand into 
the tristate area. Their yearly trips and par-
ties are capped at 350--they simply can’t 
accommodate more. Next on their agenda 
is a quarterly newsletter filled with fun 
reading material that will address their 
unique situation. A hotline where the chil-
dren can call in for inspiration is set to roll 
out Purim time.

“We’d love this program to die for lack of 
need,” Rabbi Vigler said. “But in the mean-
time, it’s growing and developing. And 
whether it’s offering a ride to a child who 
needs to get to the after school program, 
packing presents for them for Chanukah, 
chaperoning a trip, mentoring or sponsor-
ing a child, everyone can find their own 
way to be part of My Extended Family.”

Visit myef.org to learn more about  
My Extended Family and sign up for  
the newsletter and other programs.
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Motti* was seven years old when he 
overheard his mother talking to his fa-
ther. “I’m leaving Motti at your house to-
morrow,” she said.

“But that’s impossible,” he said. “I’m go-
ing out of town.”

“So change your plans. I’m leaving him 
at your door whether you’re there or not.”

Motti couldn’t sleep that night, visions 
of himself unwanted, abandoned and 
alone, keeping him up.

When he was eleven, he was kicked 
out of yeshiva. At fifteen, he was on the 
streets.

Motti*
Aviva’s* story turned out differently. Her parents divorced when she was in the 
third grade. Suddenly, she became a latchkey child, waking up to an empty home 
as her mother left to work early. She’d give herself breakfast and let herself out of 
the house. In the afternoon, she’d come home to an empty house, counting down 
the hours until her exhausted mother finally came back. She was bursting to tell 
her mother about her day, and needed someone to do homework with her, but her 
mother was physically and emotionally drained. Dinner was a bowl of cereal.

Aviva started acting out in inappropriate ways. The school made her continued en-
rollment conditional on her getting help. That’s when everything changed. A neigh-
bor recommended she contact My Extended Family, a program providing support to 
children from single parent homes.  They gave Aviva the counseling and help she 
needed to remain in school, also arranging a mentor and big sister for her. And Aviva 
started spending two happy hours a week in the after school program, eating din-
ner, doing homework, and participating in a craft or game and therapeutic activity.

Her trajectory changed course.

Aviva*

"They're surrounded by people who understand 
exactly what that means and how it feels."


