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To Conway: You are my favorite neighbor. 
It is a privilege to love you.

To Joah and Chloe: In His grace, God has 
allowed me to be your mother. 

You have taught me that love is the most 
important anchor in a relationship. 

You have forever changed me, and I hope 
you never doubt my love for you.

To One Community Church: You are an ever-evolving joy. 
I am deeply grateful for our journey. You are home. 
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1

Introduction

I f you’ve picked up this book, you’re probably interested 
in either being loved well or loving others well—or both. 
More than that, you’re probably curious about how this 

“new way” love might affect your life. 
What is this new way? What does it entail? Is it realis-

tic? Will it be worth the effort? Does it even matter to you? 
I’m guessing it does. Most of us believe that being a “loving” 
person is directly connected to be a “good” person. When 
people speak about us, we all want to hear that we were kind, 
compassionate, reliable, safe, and so many other adjectives 
to sum up love. You don’t have to be a high-touch, deeply 
emotive, constantly smiling kind of person to want that said 
about you. There aren’t many people (if any) that want to be 
remembered for their moodiness, self-centeredness, grudge-
holding, or emotional disconnection. The real question isn’t 
if you and I want to be loved or love others well. The question 
is how. 

I’ve been on a long personal journey exploring that ques-
tion, and it all started with the story I’m going to tell a few 
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paragraphs from now. But before we jump into it, let’s cover 
two things. 

The first thing you need to know is I’m coming at this 
subject from a Christian perspective. I believe God is the 
source of love and can teach us all we need to know about it. 
He is the epitome of love, so to not consider Him or His Word 
seems unwise for such an important topic. I know many 
religions and cultures have varying ideas of love, but truth-
fully, it all starts and ends with God. Human love is informed 
by, and can only flow from, divine love, so considering the 
“divine” part of the equation matters a great deal. And in 
so many ways, it’s exactly what makes strong and enduring 
human love possible. I mean, even if you aren’t a spiritual 
person, you can at least admit that the way our world loves 
doesn’t work out over the long term. It may make sense for 
a generation or two, but eventually we change and so do 
our values, wants, and needs. Divine love is the necessary 
anchor. It doesn’t negate human love, but it grounds it. What 
if considering the spiritual angle helps us approach it in a 
whole new way? If this isn’t your comfort zone or your norm, 
I challenge you to give it some meaningful consideration. You 
might be pleasantly surprised and hopefully forever changed. 

The second thing to know is this book is not geared pri-
marily toward romantic love or love experienced within a 
marriage. It can certainly apply in those realms, but I worked 
hard to present this work in a way that helps us be better at 
love in every kind of relationship. Relationships with our fam-
ily, friends, coworkers, roommates, classmates, neighbors, 
church family, hairstylists, bank tellers, committee leaders, 
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dog groomers, social media commenters, and so on. Why? 
Because, as I said before, it doesn’t take long to look around at 
our society and see that we’ve got a love issue in almost every 
relationship. With a simple comment on a social media post, 
you notice someone assassinating another person’s charac-
ter or questioning their humanity. You witness a neighbor 
ready to go to battle over a poorly parked car or a joke that 
didn’t include them. You realize your roommate is passive- 
aggressively leaving dishes in the sink or not honoring your 
space. You notice your classmate stealing your work and call-
ing it their own. 

Or maybe you’re the one creating the difficulties and you 
can’t seem to pinpoint why. You’re sad about the fact that 
you keep lashing out at that same person (or unsuspecting 
strangers) time after time, even though you weren’t planning 
to. You’re frustrated that you can’t seem to keep your mouth 
shut when the time comes to avoid gossip. You’re wondering 
why you keep having the same petty fight with your spouse or 
your friend. You’re still harboring jealousy or annoyance for 
that one coworker. You can’t seem to heal from that betrayal.

Third thing, this is not meant to be a step-by-step guide 
to your relationship. It’s meant to establish a foundation or 
philosophy which becomes the starting point. If a relation-
ship is already toxic or feels beyond hope or even unsafe—
don’t think new behavior will change things overnight. I am 
focused on new hearts and new thinking in this book. From 
there, I have no doubt God will guide your next step. But go 
to Him first. Think like Him. Chase His perspective. God will 
guide.
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Here’s the thing, all these people are your neighbors in 
life—not just the people who live next to you. Yep, that’s a lot 
of neighbors and a lot of love we need to be offering up, and it 
can be exhausting without a healthy perspective. 

We’ve all been there and we’re all growing, so I’m glad 
you picked up this book (or received it as a gift, or had it 
shoved in your hand). I want to invite you to learn with 
me. Join me on this journey but make it your own. I’ve been 
changed by some of the lessons I’ve learned along the way, 
and I’d love to share them with you. Don’t get me wrong: I’m 
no superhuman. I’m so far from perfect, but I have found a 
new path, and that’s all we can do. In the pages that follow, 
I will include a variety of stories, which pull from different 
kinds of relationships and others of which will be marriage 
related (like the one below). I love real-life stories because 
love is something we need to be expressing with every per-
son we know, in all kinds of environments. If I do mention a 
marriage-related story, it isn’t because this is a book focused 
on marriage. It’s because my husband happens to be my clos-
est “neighbor,” and he is (unknowingly) teaching me how to 
embrace this new way to love.

All that being said, let’s talk about how this whole thing 
started. 

■ ■ ■

I was enjoying my time with God, telling Him everything 
that was on my heart, trying to listen to His guidance and His 
voice, and then it hit me. I had a thorough list of requests that 



I N T R O D U C T I O N 5

I needed God to handle soon. I was frustrated and growing 
resentful at how long it was taking. This particular evening, I 
was reminding Him of some work that still needed to be done 
.  .  . in my husband. It was in the middle of one of my most 
compelling arguments that I felt the Lord convicting me, 
essentially saying, “Jada, you have a love problem.” 

I agreed. “I know,” I said. I knew I wasn’t the softest, most 
compassionate person. This has always been a part of my 
life’s work: cultivating deeper sympathy, attempting authen-
tic presence with people, and bearing other’s burdens at the 
direction of the Lord. So God got no argument from me. I 
heard the words, paused briefly to acknowledge them, and 
moved on with my “case” for that day. I was interrupted again 
with the same conviction from God. “No. You don’t under-
stand. I’m not saying you have an issue with being loving. Jada, 
I’m saying the issue you keep bringing before me is itself a love 
issue.” This was the start to a gentle jolting. (That’s what God 
does, you know.) God showed me that my “love issue” wasn’t 
a matter of being more loving—as it relates to behavior or 
expression. It was about what I loved most and how I loved, 
which was absolutely a matter of the heart.

As the Spirit of God started to show me my motives, I 
realized that in that season, I loved my idea of marriage more 
than God. I loved what I wanted God to do in my husband—
some future version of him—more than God Himself. And I 
loved my self-righteousness more than God. 

Now, is it wrong to pray for God to do a work in a friend 
or a coworker or a spouse? Is it wrong to ask God to change 
someone’s heart? No and no. Many times those kinds of 
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prayers are God-led. So how did I know that my prayer in 
this particular season wasn’t so godly? Because my heart 
was growing resentful the longer it took for God to respond 
in the way I wanted, and resentment is never the fruit of 
pure-hearted prayer. This was a reawakening for me. This 
disproportionate love started to show up in several areas of 
my life. I started noticing it not only in my relationship with 
my husband but in many of my other relationships. A few 
weeks later the Lord brought all this revelation full circle. 
He took me back to the familiar but foundational passage of 
Mark 12:28–31 (esv): 

And one of the scribes came up and . . . asked 
him, “Which commandment is the most 
important of all?” Jesus answered, “The most 
important is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our 
God, the Lord is one. And you shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your mind and with 
all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is 
no other commandment greater than these.” 

This left me with the overarching question, “I get this, 
and I want to do it. I want to love this way—the Jesus way. I 
want to love God and others in ways that require faith and 
selflessness. But I feel constrained all the time, like some-
thing is holding me back. So, how do I recognize and remove 
the limits that are holding me back? How can I love with my 
heart, soul, mind, and strength?”
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My profound realization sent me on a journey to redis-
cover the idea of love that God demonstrates perfectly and 
commands us to model in our imperfection. There is much 
work to be done in understanding this, but the journey will 
be one that changes the way we see everything and everyone. 
I mean that. God shows us what love is supposed to look 
like, and when we catch His vision, it really does transform 
all our relationships. My journey may have started in my 
relationship with my husband, but loving according to God’s 
design changes any kind of relationship, all our relationships, 
no exceptions. It changes the way you introduce yourself to 
strangers. It changes the way you engage with coworkers. It 
even changes the way you love your family and the friends 
you may have known for years. Whether the relationship is 
new or old, occasional or daily, professional or personal, it 
will be affected. It can change for the better. I’m talking about 
every single relationship in your life. God’s transformative 
way of doing love is not something to fear but something 
that somehow fills you even as you give freely. Do you want 
that?

Me too. So let’s start by exploring what’s ahead of us in 
this book. 

In part 1, we’ll explore various limits that might be 
restricting your experience of receiving God’s love (and giv-
ing it). We’ll consider four limits that could be holding you 
back, and trust me: when you work to remove them, you’ll 
not only enjoy God’s deep and abiding love for you, but you’ll 
also be able to be a vessel for that love for others in ways you 
never have before.
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In part 2, we’ll explore the natural result of experiencing 
God’s unlimited love, which is what love looks like when it 
flows through you and into the lives of others. Put differ-
ently, you’ll learn how to love others around you in a whole 
new way, a way the world doesn’t expect and can’t explain. A 
way that only God could empower. To be more specific, in a 
world that’s disinterested, you’ll be curious. In a world that 
locks itself in its own prison of unforgiveness and bitterness 
toward others, you’ll be free and forgiving. In a world that is 
afraid and unable to feel discomfort, you’ll have what it takes 
to be brave and uncomfortable. In a world that gives up at 
the first sight of difficulty in friendships, relational disputes, 
marriage challenges, and workplace disagreements, you’ll 
be resilient. And in a world that is dishonest, power hungry, 
and often fake in its posture toward others, you’ll be honest, 
humble, and real. 

So let’s learn some new things about love together—and 
watch our relationships transform as a result.



PART 1

What Is Limiting 
Your Love?

9
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Chapter 1

LIMIT 1: Settling for the 
Wrong Definitions

Have you ever had someone ask you a broad, life-
defining question like, “What’s your favorite food?” 
or “What’s your favorite color?” Maybe you’ve been 

asked to share your favorite movie or concert. I am often 
surprised at how some people are able to give immediate 
answers to these questions. When I am asked those ques-
tions, my mind starts to race through all of the variables 
that might determine my “favorite” thing, and inevitably I 
end up asking more questions. This may seem unnecessary 
but, hey, I need clarity. When it comes to a favorite food, I 
may ask if they are referring to breakfast, casual dinner, or 
sporting-event-concession-stand food. In my book, those are 
important qualifiers that provide different answers. When 
deciding a favorite color, I want to know which season or 
maybe which article of clothing. My favorite color for shirts 
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is different from my favorite color for pants or dresses. Don’t 
even get me started on concerts and movies. Do you want to 
know my favorite comedy movie or my favorite action movie 
or maybe my favorite documentary? Do you want to know 
my favorite singer or favorite band or favorite overall con-
cert experience? These kinds of questions can lead to more 
questions because they are so broad. There are so many ways 
to define a “favorite,” and there are so many variables that 
might change what your favorite thing is depending on the 
environment or the season or your mood. To be answered 
accurately, these questions need context and detail so a per-
son can understand how to give the most precise answer to 
the question.

Something similar is happening when we talk about 
navigating the broad idea of love. We all want to navigate 
it well. We all want to show up to it with good habits, enjoy 
love, and give love in ways that are best for ourselves and oth-
ers. But there’s a way love is designed to be “lived,” and if we 
paint with too broad of a stroke or fail to understand God’s 
context, we’ll create our own definition and miss God’s 
intention. In addition to that, we’ll be limited in how much 
we can enjoy it. We all have ideas about love, but our ability 
to enjoy it hinges on whether or not we’re working with the 
right understanding of it. 

In this chapter, we’re going to explore the wrong and the 
right definition of love, and the way we’ll do that is to look 
at three overarching problems that create gaps between the 
way we approach love and the way God designed us to.
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Problem 1—We Have Too Many Ideas about Love

To begin with, we have so many different ideas about love 
and so many emotions that we call love, it’s almost impos-
sible to define. To explain my point, consider words like 
Kleenex, Band-Aid, ChapStick, or aspirin. These are words 
that were once trademarked to represent specific items. But 
as competition entered the market, these words became 
synonymous with an entire genre of products. No one asks 
for a facial tissue; they ask for Kleenex. People don’t gener-
ally ask for an adhesive bandage or lip balm. They ask for a 
Band-Aid or ChapStick (maybe Carmex). And who ever asks 
for nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs? Not me. I just ask 
for Aleve, Advil, or Motrin. My point is that instead of mean-
ing something specific, these words now cover a wide range 
of items—and none of us think twice about it.

In English, a similar thing has happened with the word 
love. It should mean something specific, but instead it is 
now used to describe a wide spectrum of sentiments that 
get lumped together with one word. It covers personal affec-
tion, familial love, romantic feelings, worship and devotion, 
compassion and concern, sexual attraction, personal appre-
ciation, personal preference, and more. We use the word so 
broadly, and sometimes so loosely, that it loses its meaning. 
We say we love our children and our spouses. We also love our 
pets, our cars, our hairstyles, and favorite foods. As a matter 
of fact, the way we say it can add to the nuance. A serious “I 
love you” outweighs a “Love ya” any day. 
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Technology has added to this broadness, as it gives us fur-
ther avenues to express ourselves in bite-sized ways. You can 
“love” a message or image sent to your device. You can “heart” 
a comment or post on social media platforms. But that same 
heart icon can mean anything from a mild approval to pas-
sionate agreement. The way we so frequently, and sometimes 
frivolously, express affection can oversimplify the definition 
of love according to God. God’s love is not a watered-down, 
diluted expression of affection. It is a high calling and a stan-
dard measured by sacrifice and consistency, which we will 
further unpack later in this book.

We’ve talked about some general ways we have too many 
ideas about love, but what are some specific ways this plays 
out? Let’s explore three briefly below:

Love = Affection Based on Someone’s Performance 

When we speak about love in our relationships, we are 
typically speaking about some level of affection or affinity 
that can vary depending on the behavior of the object of 
our affection. For example, many of us feel like we love our 
spouses, kids, or friends more on the days they show us inten-
tional care, while we feel less love for them on the days they 
seem distant. Whether we’re referring to objects, people, or 
events, it is always a love that requires us to be satisfied with 
the performance of the other party before the affection can 
be present. 
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Love = A Grandiose, Romantic Idea that Can Save Us

Sometimes we think and speak of love as a general, intan-
gible idea instead of a call to action as God intends. Events 
like weddings can send us into a fantastical, idealistic world 
where love is some indescribable, overwhelming reality that 
fills us to the point where it sustains us. It’s a euphoric state 
of being. We can unknowingly idolize love as we talk about 
its power, its ability to heal, stabilize, and satisfy apart from 
the One who established love. Boiled down, we think the idea 
of love can save us when it simply can not.

Love = A Transaction Based on What Someone Offers

On the other hand, as opposed to generous or all- 
encompassing, we may merely imagine love as a transaction 
that is mutually beneficial in some way. We start out loving 
our parents because they provide for our basic needs. We 
build our early friendships because that friend makes us feel 
brave or has a talent we desire or understands our family. 
These relationships are based on what the other person offers 
to us. But as we mature, those 
relationships should evolve. If 
relationships don’t move past a 
transactional identity, they typi-
cally dissolve rather than evolve. 
Eventually, we should love our 
parents because they are the gift 
God has given us, and He has 
asked us to honor them in all 

If relationships 
don’t move past 
a transactional 

identity, they 
typically dissolve 

rather than evolve.
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their imperfections. Likewise, we should have friendships 
based on mutual contribution with the understanding that 
when one friend fails, disappoints, or ceases to offer what we 
want, we seek God in His wisdom rather than disconnect 
from the friendship. 

Love is more than receiving a benefit or feeling good. 
Often, we think it’s the result of someone or something mak-
ing us happy no matter how temporary or shallow. Other 
times we think it’s simply a transaction, or a lofty idea float-
ing around in the air that can save us, if we could just grab 
ahold of it. Those are the types of “love” we are drawn to; they 
feel natural to us. 

We are not naturally drawn to the type of love that is not 
reciprocated or appreciated because we are not inclined to 
love sacrificially. (Fear not, sacrificial is not a code word for 
abusive or toxic.) If you are a parent, uncle, aunt, guardian, or 
the like, you undoubtedly have experienced a taste of sacrifi-
cial love toward the children in your life. But even as we try 
to love our children in sacrificial ways, we usually (if we’re 
honest) expect a connection that benefits us in some way. 
The benefit may be a sense of identity, affirmation, affection, 
or something unnamed, but it’s common for parents to need 
something from their kids. Don’t get me wrong: it’s normal 
and good to build bonds with your children. My point is that 
in every relationship human love generally wants some sort 
of “return on its investment.”

So, when it comes to this first problem—too many ideas 
about love—what’s the solution?
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Solution 1: Choosing God’s Definition of Love

If the world offers so many ideas about love, how can 
we find the right one? If we’ve been defining love in all the 
wrong ways and this has, in turn, limited our experience of 
love, then what’s the right definition? God tells us clearly in 
His Word: “This is how God showed his love among us: He 
sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live 
through him” (1 John 4:9 niv). This is the essence of the gos-
pel. God who has loved us since creation desires relationship 
with us. When our sin severed the connection we had with 
God, He sent a solution to restore the broken relationship 
between Himself and humankind. The solution was the life, 
work, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It wasn’t easy 
and it wasn’t cheap. And the mind-blowing truth is God did 
all of this out of His love for us. Not His need for us. Not His 
expectation of us. Not even His use for us. But simply, His love 
for us. That reality must be the backdrop to every pursuit of 
loving others, or we will always miss the mark.

Problem 2—We Define God’s Love 
Based on Human Experiences

The second problem that creates gaps, or limits, between 
the way we love and the way God designed us to love is this: 
we are inclined to define love (God’s love in particular) based 
on our human experiences. These experiences are largely 
set by our early childhood years. When our experiences of 
love are negative, this births pessimism or hopelessness and 



A  N E W  WA Y  T O  L O V E  Y O U R  N E I G H B O R18

lowers our expectation for what God’s love can do in our 
lives. Negative, traumatic experiences are almost always at 
the root of any unhealthy life patterns we find ourselves in 
as adults. 

On the flip side, when our experiences are positive, we 
are filled with an idea of love that is sometimes overrated and 
romanticized in our own heads. For example, think about your 
own father. Whoever God sovereignly allowed to be your father 
has had lasting impact on you. You may have had a biological 
father who was amazing and loved the Lord, but I guarantee 
you he still fell short. Somewhere in your mind, however, he 
probably created the standard of what fatherly love is. On the 
other hand, you may have had a strained relationship with or 
have been abandoned by your earthly father, and that too will 
set a certain standard in your mind. That sort of pain will defi-
nitely leave a wound so deep it will taint the way you view love. 
Maybe your parents were married, but your father wasn’t pres-
ent. Then you would draw conclusions that could lead you to 
an apathetic sort of “stale” love. You could have had some com-
bination of father figures—maybe a surrogate type of father 
who was a family friend, an uncle, coach, or grandfather. In 
any case, this relationship has shaped the way you understand 
love. (More on this subject in a later chapter.)

The impact of our father figures (or lack thereof) is only 
the beginning. Other types of relationships form our experi-
ence and expectations around what love is, many of which 
are group relationships—like your nuclear family. If your 
family celebrated success and accomplishments, it is likely 
that you believe God is only pleased when you have twenty 
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consecutive days of “quiet time,” serve fifteen hours a week 
in some volunteer role, or offer some other consistently mea-
sured “achievement.” If you grew up in an environment where 
conflict was avoided at all costs, it probably affects how often 
you confess to God about mistakes you make (and it may feed 
your belief that “punishment” is coming after every mistake). 

Or maybe it’s not family for you; maybe it’s an “ex” in your 
life story. The way that relationship ended certainly impacted 
your next relationship choice, right? If the relationship ended 
well, you probably interpreted the next relationship as a new, 
exciting chance at love or a “fresh start.” If the relationship 
ended badly, you were probably skeptical of others after such 
deep heartbreak. And if the breakup experience with your 
“ex” affects the way you view the next relationship, I can 
guarantee it is affecting your perspective and relationship 
with your heavenly Father. 

To get a bit more personal on how this has played out in my 
own life, as a young girl, I equated achievement with love. So 
I spent quite a bit of my adult Christian life trying to impress 
God. I saw Him like my dad—meaning that I mistakenly 
thought I could show off my good behavior and hide the sin 
in my heart. I figured God was keeping score on my behavior 
and not my heart. It took me years for this lie to be exposed. 
I remember being a freshman in college when it dawned on 
me—I hadn’t tithed in several months. This was totally out of 
character for me. Truthfully, I was waiting on God to cause my 
car to break down or do some other thing that would gener-
ate an expense equal to what I should have been tithing. You 
can clearly see my lack of grace orientation. When I realized 
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God doesn’t love me based on my behavior, but somehow He 
loves me while knowing everything about me, my life changed. 
Although I have a new awareness of grace and the way God 
loves me, I am still working against my early ideas of love.

Here’s another example. A friend of mine—let’s call her 
Shawna—grew up bouncing between foster homes and ulti-
mately aged out of a state system with no consistent sense 
of family. For her, love is not at all emotional or “felt.” Love 
is provision. Love is safety. When she had a home, a bed, and 
food, she felt loved. As she is raising her daughter, she has had 
to constantly battle a tendency to perpetuate those ideas. 
Her daughter wants her time, wants conversations and “girl 
hangout days” to feel loved. Shawna thinks about her own 
life, in light of the current home and stability she provides 
for her daughter, and has a hard time understanding why her 
daughter doesn’t feel deeply loved. 

The examples are limitless with the way our experiences 
shape the way we define God’s love. Sometimes those expe-
riences can cause us to live in fear of abandonment and/or 
rejection. They can create a relationship with God that is per-
formance based or one that is expecting God to be unreliable 
or unfaithful because that’s all we’ve known. Don’t get me 
wrong: our experiences aren’t the enemy. They are impor-
tant aspects of our stories, and God certainly uses them for 
His glory. It’s not wrong that we’ve had the experiences we’ve 
had, and we don’t need to act like they aren’t real or valid to 
have a proper view of God. We can own the fact that we’ve 
gone through both good and bad human experiences just like 
the next person. We have to be careful, however, that our 






