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The Treehouse Project        
 
 Jackie Turvey Tait encourages us to create places of nurture and hope

Easter is traditionally a time of hope. But where will we find 
hope in these troubled times, when anxiety and even 
despair seem warranted by the very real and imminent 

threats being faced? The “Treehouse Project” is based on the 
idea that we can acknowledge grief and anxiety yet still be 
active builders of hope. Our vision is to see small-scale peer 
support groups grow into larger hubs, empowering us all to 
imagine new ways to build wellbeing and resilience in our 
communities.   
 
This project at St Michael’s in Chester is still at the “acorn” 
stage. We are thinking about what we can do as a Church to 
support wellbeing in our community, mindful of the effects of 
the Covid-19 pandemic on mental health, especially amongst 
the most vulnerable.  
 
Then there is the climate emergency: a recent global survey 
illustrates the burden of climate anxiety on mental health 
amongst young adults.1 The statistics make grim reading: 
three quarters of young people see the future as frightening; 
over half say they think humanity is doomed. Four out of ten 
are hesitant to have children. The survey points out the links 
between youth anxiety and government inaction on the climate 
emergency, stressing that young people — understandably — 
feel abandoned and betrayed.  
 

The war in Ukraine compounds climate vulnerabilities too; 
besides the tragic destruction and loss of life we see on the 
news, the effects on food security in Africa and the Middle East 
threaten even greater political instability, and closer to home 
are adding to already rising costs of living. 
 
We all need the safety net of resilient, connected, caring 
communities; we all need a safe space, a sanctuary, where we 
can build relationships of trust and find spiritual healing. If your 
congregation is wrestling with these issues, could your Church 
provide a safe space for a small group to share? A “pop-up 
café” can be a really good place to start. With a simple meal, 
or just coffee and cake, this can enable authentic conversations 
about our emotional responses to these difficult times. 
 
Mind have online resources for setting up peer-support groups 
for those of us who share lived experience of anxiety, distress 
or despair2; Rethink! have a peer support network, and can 
help with support and accreditation if you want to set up a new 
group in your community.3 If you feel called to explore the 
theology and pastoral care challenges of mental distress, 
Sanctuary Ministries4 have fantastic free resources to 
download for small group reflection, and Professor John 
Swinton’s book Finding Jesus in the Storm, (SCM Press, 2020) 
is a very accessible, thought-provoking read. 
 

1 Hickman et al. (2021). Climate anxiety in children and young people and their 
beliefs about government responses to climate change: a global survey. Lancet 
Planetary Health, 5(12), e863-e873.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2542-5196(21)00278-3

2 Mind: Peer support. https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/drugs-and-
treatments/peer-support/about-peer-support/  

3 Rethink: Peer support. https://www.rethink.org/help-in-your-area/support-groups/  
4 Sanctuary Ministries: https://www.sanctuarymentalhealth.org/uk/ 
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My friend Chris hosts a “pop-up café” with his church 
community in Boughton, Chester. He is also working with 
volunteers to co-produce a more ambitious project providing a 
range of activities including gardening, arts and crafts, and 
games. Chris’s project was the inspiration for the Acorn Café 
at St Michael’s, and the reason we call our overall vision for 
growing caring communities “The Treehouse Project.” 
 
Chris likened his expanding project to an acorn growing into a 
mighty oak. This really resonated with me as a Christian 
because, in the Bible in Genesis 18:1, it was under oak trees 
that Abraham and Sarah “entertained angels unawares”. As an 
ecotheologian, I was also reminded that a mature oak is a 
natural symbol of hospitality, providing sustenance and 
sanctuary for over 2,000 woodland species There are more 
than 600 different species of oak around the world: their 
ecological importance is matched by their cross-cultural 
religious and poetic symbolism. 
 
Chris’s “pop-up café” that grows into a wellbeing “tree” is a 
model that could be reproduced in any community. But the 
“treehouse” phase of the project needs to be tailored to local 
needs, because every community is different. Chris and I are 
part of a Rethink! team working with the NHS on community 
care transformation. Agreed core principles of this 
transformation include a commitment to empowering people 
who have suffered from mental distress to lead the co-
production of services, together with secular and faith-based 
voluntary organisations in the community. 
  
A friend from St Michael’s used to work for the Cinnamon 
Network.5 They have a whole range of exciting faith-based 
projects that have been successfully piloted by pioneering 
Churches. The projects have been packaged so that they can 
be reproduced by other communities, depending on local need 
and resources, with support from the network. Watching the 
video clips on their website, it occurred to me that all of the 
projects, in one way or another, are designed to address what 
psychologists call the “social determinants” of mental health 
(for example: social connectedness, solidarity, trust and 
reciprocity, or conversely deprivation and social disorder). In 
theological language, they are projects designed to build hope. 
 
There is professional support and funding available for secular 
and faith groups wanting to contribute to building communities 
that care. Although every “treehouse” will be different, a lot of 
what is most desperately needed right now is deeply rooted in 
our religious traditions: the provision of sanctuary and 
hospitality, creating a culture of encounter that welcomes the 

stranger, listening to the cry of the Earth and of our vulnerable 
neighbours. 
 
The Church has long known where Christ will be found in times 
of crisis. He will be found amongst the anxious and distressed, 
amongst the marginalised, the “least among us”, those most 
at risk in a world on fire. We will find Him when we make time 
to really listen, when we make space for strange encounters, 
when we support and empower those who are experiencing 
powerlessness and despair. 
 
In Christ we have a model of the responsible, compassionate 
leadership so desperately needed in our current crises. 
Wherever we work together with people of faith and goodwill 
to build communities that care, serving our neighbourhoods 
and embodying our shared values, hope will rise again. 
Christian hope makes space for the victims of war and trauma, 
it reaches out to mitigate suffering and vulnerability. It does not 
shame or exclude the anxious and despairing. 
 
When we feel we have nothing left but lament for what is lost, 
Christ meets us again in the garden; the risen Lord waits in the 
green shade of an ancient oak, to wash our feet in welcome, 
calling us to rest. His love brings healing to a hurting world, 
regenerates our hope, renews our vision. Then He sends us 
out to plant acorns, nurture growing trees and build resilient, 
caring communities. ■ 

5 The Cinnamon Network: Recommended Projects. 
https://www.cinnamonnetwork.co.uk/projects/ 


