
Story: Different Birds and Different Folks



Eight point: By calling ourselves 
progressive Christians, we mean we 
are Christians who seek community 
that is inclusive of ALL people.

Affirmation: I am a part of the 
community of life that includes all 
people.

Getting to the Heart of the Lesson

It is interesting to note that after Jesus said we should 
love God completely (Matthew 22:36), the very next 
thought was to love our neighbors. It’s almost as if he 
said, “In case you think it’s easy to love with complete 
willingness, start with loving your neighbors and go 
from there.”

There is no mention of family in that verse — perhaps 
because we tend to keep our hearts open to family, 
even when it’s difficult. But our neighbors may be 
people we would never choose to be with or open our 
hearts to. 

Neighbor is also an interesting word without clearly 
defined boundaries. It allows for loving those who live 
near us, as well as anyone we come in contact with and 
even those we don’t know, as neighbors on the same 
planet. 

We are given different arenas to practice loving so 
we may gradually expand our ability to be open and 
willing. Step by step we learn to see the source of all 
love and infinite kindness shining through all souls 
and all circumstances. But we have to start where we 
are — with our neighbors—and go from there. 

Teacher Reflection 

Bring to mind your neighbors—the people you come 
into contact with everyday. Just like Ruben in the story, 
they may live near you or you may see them as you 
go about your daily life. In preparation for leading a 
discussion at the end of the story, think about how you 
are the same as your neighbors and how you are different. 

One way you are the same as your neighbors is that you 
both are part of God’s family — the community of life 
that connects all people. In India, the greeting Namaste, 
means “The God in me greets the God in you.” 

Try an experiment: As you say “hello” to your neighbors 
today, think, “The God in me greets the God in you.” 
Notice how it feels. Does it help you remember the 
inner connection you have with one another? 

Bible Verses

Ephesians 4:25
So then, putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the 
truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another.

Matthew 22:36
“Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” 
He said to him, “You shall love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
mind.” This is the greatest and first commandment. 
And a second is like it: “You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.” On these two commandments hang all the law 
and the prophets.

Luke 10:29-37
But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who 
is my neighbor?” 

Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to 
Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped 
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him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead. 
Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and 
when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. So 
likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw 
him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan while 
traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was 
moved with pity. He went to him and bandaged his wounds, 
having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on 
his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of 
him. The next day he took out two denarii*, gave them to 
the innkeeper, and said, “Take care of him; and when I come 
back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.” 

“Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the 
man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” 

He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” 

Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.”

*Roman coins

Quotations

I want you to be concerned about your next door neighbor. 
Do you know your next door neighbor?  
— Mother Teresa 

Nor knowest thou what argument
Thy life to thy neighbor’s creed has lent.
All are needed by each one;
Nothing is fair or good alone.
— Ralph Waldo Emerson  

Opening the Lesson

Read the story, “Different Birds and Different Folks” 
and use the discussion questions to explore the topic 
of neighbors. 

Feed Your Bird Neighbors

Make a simple bird feeder for the children to take 
home or hang outside the classroom window. Two 

examples that can be done in a short class period:

Fresh Fruit Feeder

Materials needed: fresh fruit of different kinds, metal 
craft stem

•	 Cut any seasonal fresh fruit into medium chunks 
with enough pieces for each child to have a variety 
of six to eight pieces.

•	 Instruct the children to carefully push the metal 
craft stem through each piece of fruit until the 
craft stem is full of fruit with enough empty space 
on the end to twist together for hanging on a 
branch. An alternative to a chenille stem would 
be to use yarn or heavy string threaded on a large-
eyed needle. 

Pinecone Feeder

Materials needed: pinecones, peanut butter, bird seed, 
string

•	 Roll pinecones in peanut butter and then bird 
seed mixture and hang with string. 

Note: For additional fun, give the children pictures of 
regional birds that may use their fruit feeder.

Bird books

•	 Backyard Birds (Field Guides for Young Naturalists)
•	 Beginning Birdwatcher’s Book (Dover Children’s 

Activity Books)
•	 Stokes Beginner’s Guide to Birds (Stokes Field 

Guide Series)

Building the Lesson

Breathe With Your Neighbor — A fun and relaxing 
breathing exercise in three steps

1. Instruct the children to lie on the floor on their 
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back with both hands on their stomach. There 
should be enough space between people so no 
one is touching anyone else.  Demonstrate how 
to breathe diaphragmatically, showing how the 
abdomen should rise with inhalation and sink 
towards the spine with exhalation. Lead the 
children in several rounds of deep breathing so 
they can experience the movements. 

2. Then have everyone rest their arms and hands 
on the floor and continue breathing. Explain 
that now they should focus on feeling their back 
expand as they breath in. (their abdomens should 
still move as before). As their lungs fill with air, the 
ribs move out and the entire chest expands and 
they should be able to feel their back pushing into 
the floor. This is more subtle than the abdominal 
movement so allow time for everyone to close eyes 
and take several breaths and practice. 

3. Now everyone should sit up and pair off with 
another classmate (or neighbor). Each pair sit 
back-to-back on the floor. Once everyone has a 
partner and all are sitting calmly, encourage them 
to take several deep diaphragmatic breaths and feel 
the breathing of their partner, through their back. 
After a few deep breaths, return to normal relaxed 
breathing and challenge everyone to continue 
focusing on their partner’s breathing and not their 
own. Then sit in a circle and invite them to share 
their experience if they wish to. 

Tip: Be sensitive to the group energy and only do 
the exercise for as long as the children are able to be 
calm and focused. It may be helpful for the teacher to 
demonstrate with a volunteer before the whole group 
does the activity. 
 
Closing the Lesson

Where is Our Neighborhood?

Read Matthew 22:26 and ask the children what “love 
your neighbor as yourself” may mean. Let them share 

their ideas and then suggest that one way to love our 
neighbors is to see them as connected to us.  If we 
see each other as brothers and sisters in the family of 
humans on earth, as was explored in the family lesson of 
this unit, then we could see our neighbors as a part, just 
as important as all other parts, of a sacred community.  

Close the lesson with a visualization:

Close your eyes and pay attention to your breath. 
Remember what it felt like to breathe together 
with your neighbor. Imagine everyone in the world 
breathing together and sharing each breath with their 
neighbor. Now imagine the whole earth with all the 
people and animals and birds breathing together.  
Each person is an important part of one universe and 
we all breathe together as one. 

Story: Different Birds and Different Folks

                                  Ruben was looking out the 
                       window and writing something  
                    in a battered blue spiral notebook 
                     when his mother called him to the  
                            breakfast table. She was surprised 
that Ruben found the bird feeder more interesting 
than pancakes—especially pancakes with blueberries 
and bananas. 

“That’s a rufous-sided towhee, Mom! Rufous means 
red — and I could see his red sides!” Ruben turned 
from the window and spied the pancakes on his plate. 
He popped a blueberry in his mouth as he sat down 
and dropped his notebook on the floor so he could 
pick up his fork. 

His mom didn’t get a chance to say anything before 
Ruben started again, with a mouth full of pancakes. 
“That’s fourteen different birds I’ve counted since we 
put up the bird feeder. I bet I’ll have more than anyone!”

Since Ruben was focused on his pancake for a moment, 
his mom was able to reply. “I had no idea that there 
were so many kinds of birds around here. This project 



has been fun. But remember, you don’t win if you see 
the most birds. The goal is to see how many different 
birds everyone in the class sees during the month.”

He nodded as he swallowed pancakes. Today was the 
final day for counting birds and the class was going to 
make a graph to show the different varieties they had 
seen. The teacher had promised that if the total was 
more than twenty-five, they could go on a field trip to 
the river and watch for eagles. Ruben really wanted to 
see an eagle — and go swimming in the river.

“Okay, I know, can I go tell Mr. Hawkins about the 
rufous-sided towhee?” Ruben had finished the whole 
stack of pancakes and his orange juice. She nodded yes 
and he dashed out the door. 

Their neighbor, Mr. Hawkins, loved birds and often 
gave Ruben birdseed for his feeder. No one knew his 
first name because he didn’t like to talk about himself, 
but he loved to talk about birds. Ruben gave Mr. 
Hawkins a daily report about the birds he saw and 
Mr. Hawkins showed Ruben the latest photographs 
he took of birds in the area. He had given Ruben a 
photograph of a red-tailed hawk that he took from his 
back porch and it now hung over Ruben’s bed.

The apartment complex where Ruben and his mom 
lived was not very big and Ruben knew almost all the 
other residents. He was naturally friendly and there 
were only a few other kids in the complex, so Ruben 
talked with everyone. He noticed Isabel on her porch 
visiting with Fedor.  Isabel was an Italian grandmother 
who moved there from New York to be near her 
grandchildren. When she saw Ruben she called, 
“There’s that beautiful boy!” She always said that. 

As he approached Mr. Hawkins’ door, Ruben had a 
funny thought about Fedor. Fedor was an artist from 
Ecuador and his apartment was painted eleven different 
colors — twelve if you counted the inside of his kitchen 
cupboards. Ruben thought Fedor was like a colorful 
parrot among a lot of ordinary brown sparrows. 

On the other side of Fedor was a neighbor named 
Henry. Henry rarely talked to anyone and he was 
always grumpy and scowling when Ruben saw him. 
It was hard to be nice to him when he was never nice 
back, but Ruben knew that Henry had been married 
more than sixty years and his wife had died. He must 
be sad and lonely, so Ruben thought it might help to 
send him friendly thoughts and a smile whenever he 
could. So he smiled and silently said, “Hi, Henry!” to 
Henry’s closed door and then jumped up the steps of 
Mr. Hawkins’ porch.

Mr. Hawkins congratulated him on spotting the 
rufous-sided towhee and gave him a picture of an eagle 
to share with the class. 

His mother always walked with him to school and 
then caught the bus to work. As they walked Ruben 
read her the list of all the birds he had identified. He 
also told her about the field trip to the river and the 
eagle observatory. 

They stopped to greet Agatha, who was waiting for 
her ride to work. Agatha had to use a wheelchair to 
get around but it didn’t stop her from going all over 
the city. She worked for the library and organized 
programs for schools; she even came to Ruben’s class 
one time. Agatha thought the field trip sounded 
exciting. As they said goodbye, she wished him luck. 
“I hope you get more than twenty-five birds on your 
graph today — let me know how it goes!” 

Ruben saw Henry, the mail carrier, and gave him a 
wave, then ran ahead of his mom to catch up with his 
friend William. William’s family lived in a big house 
next to the apartments. They needed a big house — 
William had two sisters and four dogs! His mom 
was a dentist and his dad worked in a tall building 
downtown. The boys compared their bird lists and 
discovered that William had three birds on his list that 
Ruben hadn’t seen. They were very hopeful about the 
field trip when they arrived at school. 

The first thing the class did was create the bird graph 
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on a the big bulletin board. Everyone added the birds 
from their lists and then they figured out how many 
different species were seen during the month of their 
bird feeder experiment. The whole class let out a loud 
“Yippeee!” when the total came to thirty-three. 

Ruben arrived home from school anxious to tell his 
mom about the field trip, but first he was greeted by 
Lindsay. Lindsay’s porch was crowded with pots of 
organic herbs, which she was watering. Ruben knew 
Lindsay taught yoga and was vegetarian and her 
partner was a volleyball coach.

She called out to Ruben, “Wow! That bird feeder of 
yours is a popular place. I saw two junkos, a chickadee 
and a rufous-sided towhee over there today. There 
are so many different birds — and all of them are 
beautiful, don’t you think?” 

“Especially eagles!” Ruben answered with a grin as he 
went inside. After he told his mom the good news, 
he would have to go and tell the other people in the 
neighborhood. 

Discussion Questions

1. Are there people in your neighborhood who are 
anything like Ruben’s neighbors?

2. Name some ways Ruben and his neighbors 
are similar and then name some ways they are 
different. 

3. Would you like to live in a neighborhood like 
Ruben’s?  Why or why not?

4. Do birds have a neighborhood?

5. Do you have any neighbors like Henry? 


