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WELCOME TO THE APPRENTICE  
CURRICULUM IN CHRISTLIKENESS: 

How to Use the Leader Guides

how to use the leader guides

Several years ago, James Bryan Smith started an 
experiment in the congregation in which he is 
connected. It was an experiment in creating a 

curriculum for Christlikeness. The experiment went 
amazingly well and was successful in the sense that lives 
were deeply changed by the process and teaching that 
Jim employed.

The success was a result of multiple factors. First, it 
was based on the wisdom Dallas Willard gleaned from 
the Scriptures and passed along to Jim. Second, Jim had 
spent decades working closely with Richard Foster to 
truly understand the impact spiritual practices have on 
our souls. Combining the ideas of Foster and Willard 
was clearly powerful. Another attribute that brought 
success to the experiment was the convergence of three 
great ideas: 1) we live by narratives that are often false, 
2) spiritual practices can help therapeutically to heal our 
narratives, and 3) the Christian life is a living out of the 
good news that we can live life intimately connected 
to God, right now. Finally, and most important, the 
Holy Spirit breathed life into the entire experiment—
softening hearts, healing wounds, and liberating those 
who participated to fall more deeply in love with God.

When Jim began to see the impact the experiment 
was having, he wanted to share it. The second year he 
led the study, he invited people from other churches to 
participate. The results were the same. A year later, many 
of the participants took the material to their churches 
and led groups, and again the results were the same. 
With each passing year, the material was refined until 
the next logical step was to publish it. The result is the 
Apprentice Series, being published by InterVarsity Press. 
The series begins with The Good and Beautiful God followed 
by The Good and Beautiful Life. Written as a continuous set, 
they were developed and experienced by small groups 
over the course of eight months. Third in the series is The 
Good and Beautiful Community, which explores the impact 
the ideas in the first two books have on our relationships.

This curriculum is based on the original Apprentice 
classes Jim led. It takes each book in order over the 
course of 8-15 months, and is designed to help small 
groups of people apply the wisdom of this series to their 
everyday lives.

One unique characteristic of the Apprentice Series 
is the level of commitment required of those who 
participate. Any time people are asked to make a 
commitment of 34-36 weeks (plus retreats) we know 
we are dealing with something unusual. Participants 
should only agree to take the class if they will miss no 
more than three weeks during the course. Furthermore, 
participants need to attend a 90-minute to two-hour 
small-group gathering each week to process their 
experience of the material and learn from others. 
Participants are asked to read one chapter and engage in 
a soul-shaping exercise each week.

Of course, these types of commitments are not 
unheard of in Bible studies and spiritual formation 
programs (see “The ‘Ideal’ Apprentice: Participant 
Commitment and Requirements” for a thorough 
discussion). Many people know that the more 
committed a person is to a study the more powerful its 
impact will be. The good news is that with Apprentice 
material, the commitment is well worth it. In the 
original experiment, as people gradually worked their 
way through the study, they began to change. They grew 
as loving, compassionate, patient people. Not only did 
the participants see this change, but so did coworkers, 
spouses, children, and fellow church members. Then a 
gentle and gradual domino effect began—people outside 
the class who observed this transformation wanted to 
know what was going on. Participants were glad to share 
about the Apprentice Series, because we love to share 
things that energize and heal us. Soon, those who had 
witnessed the change were asking if they could engage 
in the study. It was contagious. The impact was simply 
relational sharing that led to deep transformation. I am 
one of those people whose heart was changed. My hope 
in creating this curriculum is to help other churches 
experience what we ourselves have experienced.

In many years as a pastor, I have used slick promotions, 
catchy music, cutting-edge technologies, and spent 
plenty of money, and the results were “fine,” “okay,” and 
“nice.” At the end I was worn out and the church seemed 
poorer instead of richer from it. We know that the Spirit 
of God is at work in our world, we just have to find out 
where—and join in! That seems to be what Apprentice 
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does. It invites us into the work the Spirit is already 
doing. Gradually we find that our kingdom is connected 
with God’s Kingdom, and our resources are increased 
with God’s resources. Instead of feeling worn out by 
another study, we see fire burning in the hearts of those 
who are falling more deeply in love with God. And when 
people are falling in love with God and working in union 
with God’s Spirit in the Kingdom, watch out!

One friend took the class and went from being 
painfully shy to willingly telling people about her study 
experiences during congregational worship. Her fear 
of sharing was melted away by the beautiful gift she 
discovered and longs to share with others. Another 
friend signed up for the class because he wanted to deal 
with his anger. The class has indeed softened his anger, 
but not in a way we would expect. His anger decreased 
as his awareness of the Kingdom of God increased. It is 
amazing to hear him point out the Kingdom of God in 
situations at church, at home, at work, or even listening 
to someone else’s story.

These are normal lay persons. They aren’t pastors or 
religion professors or monks or nuns, yet the message 
of Christ broke into their world just as it broke into the 
lives of ordinary folks two thousand years ago. When 
I think about the participants from my congregation 
who have gone through Apprentice, I am always deeply 
encouraged—I can’t help but smile. We aren’t perfect, 
but we really are falling deeply in love with God, and it is 
the gift of a lifetime.

General Instructions 

The foundational idea of The Apprentice Series 
is that we must first have an understanding of 
God that naturally leads us to love God. We 

need to have narratives of a God who is good, loving, 
just, holy and trustworthy. The Good and Beautiful God 
helps the participants explore their own understanding 
of God and how it differs from the image of God 
that is revealed in the person of Jesus Christ. As our 
understanding of God is healed and transformed, our 
lives begin to change just as Jesus explained they would, 
and we begin to live lives of peace, honesty, integrity, 
justice and love. It is this process of transformation and 
the life that results that serves as the focus of the second 
book in the series, The Good and Beautiful Life. It is an 
in-depth exploration of the Sermon on the Mount and 
how that cornerstone of Jesus’ teaching, when applied 
to our lives, transforms us. This brings us to the third 

book, The Good and Beautiful Community. People who have 
undergone such a transformation are peculiar; they are 
the salt of the earth, and when they work together, they 
form a community that is both unique and hopeful 
at the same time. Such communities have existed 
throughout the history of Christianity.

When you look through the Leader Guides you 
will see there is a structure to the series, and it is for 
this reason that those of us who have worked with 
the material recommend and encourage groups 
to begin with the first book, The Good and Beautiful 
God. Nevertheless, the ideas within each book are 
self-contained and can be explored individually. It is 
important to understand that if you begin with the third 
book in the Series, it will be essential to work through 
the first two sessions of the Leader Guide (0 and 00).

To help you, as the leader, prepare for the studies, 
read through the first session of each Guide, which 
explains the components of each weekly gathering and 
the purposes they serve. You will need to have a clear, 
working understanding of these components as you 
prepare for each session. One component that occurs 
each week is the “Chapter Challenge.” At the beginning 
of each session you will find this section that explores 
possible issues that may arise with your group as they 
discuss the chapter and soul-training exercise. There 
is no guarantee that these issues will come up, but if 
they do, you will have had a chance to explore your own 
thoughts on the matter and be more prepared to guide 
the group through their ideas.

Finally, thank you for your willingness to provide 
leadership for this experience. We live in an age of 
division and isolation. We live in an age that desperately 
needs to hear a message that will lead us into a healthy 
and supportive community. Your responsiveness to God’s 
Spirit is helping to proclaim this message. May the Holy 
Spirit guide you and the members of your group as you 
know The Good and Beautiful God and live The Good and 
Beautiful Life and discover The Good and Beautiful Community.

Matthew Johnson
Pentecost, 2009
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