
Thirty Birds:  A Multigenerational UU Worship Service About Being What 

You Seek 

By Rev. Dr. Leisa Huyck 

and the families of the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Grand Traverse 

 

Instructions:  This is a service in which entire families are encouraged to enact the 

parts of the birds.  Children and youth come up front and sit on quilts, supervised 

by their teachers, or with their parents, as they wish.  They have fidgeting materials 

like pipe cleaners to play with.  Then they act out the story, along with their 

parents (and other pre-selected youth and adults, who act out specific parts.)  

Costumes and props are encouraged, and the place for them and what to do with 

them is indicated in italics in the relevant sections.    

 

Opening Hymn: Wake Now My Senses #298 in gray hymnal 

Call to Worship  

Children light chalice 

 

Narrator 1: What is the meaning of religious community?  What is it we seek, 

when we undertake a spiritual journey?  Why do we join together to do it?   How 

does having a guide help us?  What can the guide do for us and what do we have to 

do for ourselves?   

 

These are some of the questions you might be thinking about during our service 

today.   We are going to share a story called the Conference of the Birds.  It comes 

from the Sufi tradition.  The original story is an epic poem by a 12th century 

Persian mystic named Farid Ud-Din Attar.  The poem is hundreds of pages long!  



We are just going to tell you a very short version.  We need help from you to act it 

out and to sing in all the right places.  Will you help?  Good. 

 

UP CHIME 

Once upon a time, all the birds of the world gathered together in one place to talk 

about all the trouble in the world.  Come on, birds!  (Motion to invite participants.  

Birds gather.)  Fighting!  Poverty!  Hunger!  Misery!  

 

The Hoopoe Bird flew in to the gathering.  (Hoopoe bird flies over.) She said:  “I 

have a message for you from your god, Simorgh.  If you will just go and see him, 

he will be able to make everything all better.  He loves each of you with a perfect 

love and he is just and kind.  He knows how to solve all the problems in the world.  

But you have to go and ask him to be your king.”   

The birds were interested.  The hoopoe bird warned them:  

“The journey is long and difficult.  You have to fly across seven perilous valleys, 

through deserts and mountains and forests. Then you have fly across an ocean to an 

island.  On the island is the mountain of the world.  On top of the mountain is 

where Simorgh lives.” 

 

The birds thought this sounded intriguing.  They thought maybe they could learn a 

lot on such a journey, and there would be the reward of meeting the god and 

having him solve all the world’s problems.  So they set off, with the Hoopoe bird 

as their guide.   

 

Sing:  “We are going, heaven knows where we are going, but we know 

within.” 

 



Can you imagine the sound of all those thousands of birds flying together?  The 

sound of all those wings?  Let’s try to make that sound.  (Everyone beat hands 

against legs and feet on floor.) 

 

The first valley the birds came to was the Valley of the Quest.  It looked very 

perilous.  Meaning, very scary and dangerous.  The duck spoke.  (Duck waddles 

forward:  “Quack quack.  Quack quack.  Quack quack.”  In English that means:  “I 

don’t know about this.  I live in the water, and water is the source of all life.  Why 

should I want to leave the water to go on this quest? I was perfectly comfortable 

right where I was.”   

 

“Were you?” said the Hoopoe.  “Then why are you troubled by all that is wrong in 

the world?  Don’t you want to find the answers?  Don’t you want to know what 

perfect love is?  Simorgh is waiting for you with everything you need.” 

 

The duck thought for a moment and agreed to continue across the valley of Quest.  

She believed meeting Simorgh would be worth giving up everything she knew.  

But many of the other birds did not.  They did not want to give anything up or take 

any risks.  So they turned away and flew back.  (A bird or two leave the group.)  

The remaining birds went on.   

 

Song:  “We are going.” (just one or two lines)  

 

The next valley was the Valley of Love.  It was very dangerous indeed, for as it has 

been said, love can lift you up into heaven or it can drop you into the pit of hell.  

The nightingale spoke next.  (Nightingale comes forward, looking beautifully 

beautiful and snobby.) “Why should I cross this valley?  I already know all about 



love.  I’m in love with a rose.  I worship her beauty and sing to her each evening.  I 

should go back to her now.” 

 

The Hoopoe bird shook her head kindly.  “Worshipping beauty is not the same as 

love.  In real love you forget your small self as you devote yourself to another.  

The fire of true love purifies the soul and you become part of the larger Self that 

encompasses all.  Simorgh can teach you everything you need to know about 

love.”  But the nightingale wanted to go back to worshipping the rose, so they 

turned back.  (Nightengale kneels before a rose, holding it up and worshipping it.) 

 

The other birds felt discouraged when they saw him go, so the hoopoe taught them 

a song to help them get across the valley of love. 

 

Sing “Open My Heart.” 

 

With this song in their hearts, the remaining birds flew on. 

The third valley was the Valley of Understanding.  Here each bird had to find its 

own way across; the flight path that was just right for one bird was all wrong for 

another.  Bluejays needed to fly by day (squawk, sqawk).  Owls needed to fly by 

night.  (Whoo, whoo)   

 

A goose saw a hawk soaring on an updraft alone, and tried to do the same thing, 

but she fell out of the sky.  (Hawk soaring, goose trying but falling.) 

 

“Silly goose,” said the Hoopoe.  “To cross the Valley of Understanding you must 

pay close attention.  You must learn what will work for you, yourself.”  The goose 

learned that it was her nature to fly in formation with a flock.  (Honk honk; three 



geese fly in formation).  But some birds were not willing to pay such close 

attention to what was just right for them.  They lost their way, and perished of cold 

or hunger or thirst.  (A couple more birds fall away.) 

 

Those that remained flew on, with the hoopoe as their guide. 

 

“We Are Going” Just one or two lines 

 

The fourth valley was the Valley of Detachment.  As the birds reached it the parrot 

spoke up.  She said, “I am sorry, my friends, but I am too exhausted to go on.  All 

these gold chains and fancy clothes are so heavy I can’t flap my wings another 

beat.”  (Parrot has lots of costume jewelry on.) 

 

“Why did you bring all those things?” the hoopoe asked. 

“I wanted to look my best for Simorgh,” said the parrot.  “And I couldn’t bear to 

part with my beautiful golden chains, they mean the world to me.” 

 

The hoopoe said, “But don’t you know that everything we value in this world is 

only temporary?  Even mountains are only dust, and to dust they will return.  Why 

be so attached to mere things?  Would you rather meet Simorgh and feel his perfect 

love, or continue to carry your golden chains?   You won’t be able to make the 

journey with all your fancy finery holding you back.  The choice is up to you.” 

 

The parrot decided to take off her golden chains.  (Take off jewelry.) Once she did, 

she felt completely free.  She took to the air with joy. 

 

DOWN CHIME 



 

Offering:  (You too can take off your golden chains, etc.) 

Offertory:  Simple Gifts 

 

UP CHIME 

 

The fifth valley that the birds had to cross was the valley of Unity.  The poor birds 

were getting very tired and discouraged.  Many of them had lost friends and 

companions along the way.  The hoopoe encouraged them with stories of 

Simorgh’s great love and wisdom and beauty.  But finally a little chickadee grew 

so tired she plummeted from the sky into a lake far, far below.  (Parent holding 

little child up as they fly plunges them downward.)  She was not a water bird and 

she was certain to drown.  Just as she was about to go under, another little bird 

plunged in and pushed her to the shore. (Someone rescues little child and holds 

them back up.)   “Why did you save me?” the chickadee asked.  “You could have 

been drowned yourself!”  And the other bird said, “What happens to you happens 

to me.  We may appear to be separate, but really we are part of one larger whole. ” 

 

DOWN CHIME 

 

Joys and Sorrows 

We may appear to be separate, but really we are part of one larger whole.  In this 

congregation each Sunday you share your joys and your sorrows with one another 

because you know that what happens to one of you happens to the whole.  I invite 

you now into a moment of receptivity and reflection as we hear the joys and 

sorrows of this community.   

 



When we share our joys and our sorrows, we weave a web of love and care that 

lifts and supports us all. 

 

UP CHIME 

 

Now the birds reached the sixth valley.  It was called the Valley of Bewilderment.  

It was full of storm clouds and thunder and lightning and the birds couldn’t tell 

whether they were coming or going, and whether they were right side up or upside 

down.  A tiny finch cried out with fear.  “I am too small,” she cried.  “I will never 

be able to make it through the storm.  It’s too much for me, I don’t have the 

strength.”  The hoopoe answered.  “If you believe you cannot make it, you will not.  

But if you believe you have the strength to do it, you just might.  Have faith in 

yourself.  Have faith that we will help you on. 

 

Sing “When I Am Frightened.” (however many verses you want) 

 

The tiny finch took heart and plunged into the storm.  Bigger birds flew above her 

and below her to help her on the way.  (Act that out.) And they all emerged safely 

on the other side. 

 

Now the birds came to the seventh and last valley, the Valley of Nonbeing.  Some 

call it the Valley of Death. 

 

The hawk had always prided himself on his speed and his skills in battle.  He 

wanted to be the first one across the last valley, so he zoomed ahead of the rest of 

the group, far out of sight.   But soon a deep fog engulfed him.  He lost all sense of 

where he was and who he was.  He began to panic, and he flew faster and faster.  



(Enact panic.) But the faster he flew the more panicked and lost he became.  

Finally he stopped.  (Stop, relax.) He stopped panicking.  He stopped struggling.  

He realized his pride had gotten him completely lost.   His determination to do just 

what he wanted alone had separated him from his companions.  He surrendered to 

whatever would come, even if it was death.  (Surrender.)     

 

And then the fog cleared and there was the hoopoe! And there were the rest of the 

birds!  The hawk wept.  The hoopoe spoke kindly.  “We must all learn to lose 

ourselves to be what we can be,” she said.  “The Valley of Death teaches all 

humility.” 

 

DOWN CHIME  

 

Prayer/meditation 

 

Reflective Song:  Meditation on Breathing (Not too long) 

 

UP CHIME  

 

Now that the birds had come across the Seven Valleys, they merely needed to fly 

across an ocean and find the island with the mountain of the world on it.  By now, 

many thousands of birds had died of hunger or thirst or cold or heat.  Thousands 

more had turned back because the journey was too hard.  Only thirty bedraggled 

birds were left.  The thirty beat their wings tiredly and more tiredly, but they 

continued on. 

 



(Very softly and tiredly, just the first line:  “we are going, heaven knows 

where we are going, but we know within.”) 

 

After the valleys, the blue and green ocean seemed a mere drop of water and the 

birds soon caught sight of the island on which stood the great mountain of the 

world.  (A person acting as a mountain.) They alighted just below the mountain’s 

peak, which was wreathed in mist.  And then they heard a thundery voice.  It was 

the voice of the mountain.   

 

(Mountain:  “NONE SHALL PASS!!” )  

 

“But, great mountain,” said the birds, “We have come all the way across the seven 

valleys and the great ocean to this island, and we are here to meet the great 

Simorgh.” 

 

(Mountain:  “HA! YOU?!  YOU ARE NOTHING BUT DUST AND ASHES!!” ) 

the mountain thundered.  

 

“Yes,” said the birds.  “Our journey has taught us that we are nothing but dust and 

ashes.  But we are dust and ashes held together by love and intention.  We have 

come all this way and we know the great Simorgh loves us too much to make us  

turn back now.  Please.  Let us pass.” 

 

(Mountain:  “Come, then,” ) 

grumbled the mountain.   

(Mountain:  “Come and meet Simorgh.”)  



Nervously, the birds flew upward to the top of the peak.  The mist parted like a 

curtain, to reveal…nothing.  Only a tiny lake at the top of the mountain.  

(Mountain holds up a large circular or oval mirror.)   

 

The thirty birds crowded around it to look within. But all they could see was their 

own reflections; their own and those of the other birds.  “Is this all?” they asked, in 

dismay.  “Just this?”   

 

And then the sun appeared over the mountaintop, and the lake reflected its dazzling 

light.  (Someone shines a light on the mirror.) The very air seemed to light up with 

gold, and for a moment the birds and their reflections and the light were one.  And 

a voice from within the light said: 

 

“You are the Simorgh and the Simorgh is you.  Si means Thirty and Morgh means 

Birds:  Simorgh is Thirty Birds.  You yourselves—you tired, bedraggled thirty 

birds—you embody all the love and and all the wisdom and all the beauty you have 

been seeking.” 

 

Choir does dramatic singing of Ysaya Maria Barnwell’s “We Are The Ones”  

 

And that is the end of that story.  Or… is it just the beginning? 

 

DOWN CHIME 

 

Reflection: Minister offers a reflection on how becoming “the ones we’ve been 

waiting for” always takes a long journey of learning and discovery and 

transformation, with the  guide having a crucial role on the journey.    



(Music:  Royal Fireworks) 

Closing Prayer 

Closing Song:  Simple version of  “We Are The Ones”  

Extinguishing the Chalice  

Benediction  

People of this beloved congregation:  Go forth from this place knowing in your 

bones that you are the ones you’ve been waiting for.  Go shining. 

 

 


