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			​INTRODUCTION

			The stage was set. The plan was already in action. Jesus Christ had ridden into Jerusalem on a donkey’s colt, declaring humility and gentleness while announcing his status as a leader. He had cleared the temple of the money changers and those selling sacrifices. He had healed the blind and the lame. He had withered a fig tree with mere words. Now, he was teaching those in the temple about who God really is. The chief priests and teachers of the law were indignant.

			The Sadducees, the Pharisees, and the Herodians had all gathered to try to trap him in his words. If they could just catch him in an inconsistency, one little thing that went against their teachings, they could declare him a blasphemer, a false prophet, and have him put to death. They asked him about paying taxes. They asked him about marriage in heaven. Finally one of the Pharisees, an expert in Jewish law, asked him this: “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”

			Jesus replied, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and the greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” (Matthew 22: 37–40)

			At this point they gave up, and Jesus began asking them questions.

			Love. Out of all of the pieces of advice, out of all the instructions, out of all the wisdom and knowledge of the world, this little four-letter word is what Jesus of Nazareth, son of the living God, said is the most important aspect of our lives. Love is what life is all about. Love is the reason that we are all here. Love is the purpose of our lives and the key to living abundantly. The lack of love is the key to understanding a miserable life. And this one thing, more than anything else, is what will save us from ourselves. According to Jesus, it comes in two forms: love for God and love for our fellow humans. They go hand in hand. We cannot have one without the other.

			Do any of the following questions sound familiar: “What is it that God wants from us?” ”What does God want from me?” “What does God want me to do with my life?” Or we have the worldly versions of the question, “Why am I here?” and “What is the purpose of my life?” For that matter, we can ask, “What is the purpose of human life?”

			We get bogged down in those questions. Some of us get so lost trying to answer them that we become totally focused on ourselves. We forget about God. Some of us don’t recognize that God is at the heart of these life questions, and we use them to claim that God doesn’t exist. Even if we do believe that God knows all the answers, we see ourselves as so complex, our own lives as so complicated, that the answers from God Himself to those questions must also be incredibly complicated.

			Yet, Jesus gives us the answer to them all in this one instance. It was enough to shut the mouths of all those listening. Mark tells us that “from then on no one dared ask him any more questions.” (12:34)

			Could it be that simple? Is the answer to the eternal questions, “What does God want from me?” or “Why am I here?” really that simple? I have written this book to help you to see that, yes, it really is that simple.

			Life does not have to be as complicated as we make it. It does not need to be filled with misery and confusion and fear and self-defeat as oh so many of our media sources tell us. If you read the very beginning of our story (the human story), you see that life the way God intended it was not complicated at all. In fact, humans didn’t even need to wear clothes! We got to hang out in this perfect garden where the sun didn’t burn, the bugs didn’t bite or sting, and the grass and plants didn’t cut or pierce. Plus, we got to sit around and talk with God all day! There was just love, love, love. God loved Adam and Eve. Adam and Eve loved God. Adam and Eve loved each other. How uncomplicated is that?

			So, we (along with a little help from he who seeks to steal, kill, and destroy) have made life into this terribly complicated, often miserable thing. We have made so many idols for ourselves: family, career, education, sports, money, possessions, even our own intelligence. Loving God and loving each other is far from the top of our lists of priorities, and for some of us it isn’t on the list at all. And the farther love gets from the top of the list, the more complicated and miserable our lives get.

			I hope that after you have read this book, your life will be a little (if not a lot) less complicated and much more joy-filled. I hope that you will understand how to overcome misery and confusion and fear and self-defeat. God did not intend for life to be full of so many little things that draw us away from Him and each other. He intended it to be rather simple. And the key to that life—the one He wants for all of us—is love.

			
		


		
​1

			ARE YOU THERE WORLD? IT’S ME, JILL.

			I have been writing for as long as I can remember. My family was in the newspaper business for a long time, from 1945 to 2005. We owned and operated a small weekly newspaper in a small Texas town. So, writing was just something that members of the Combs family did.

			In the next edition of the family newspaper following my birth, our weekly columnist and close family friend, Byron Baldwin, had apparently been by the hospital to meet the new bundle of joy. He said that I was working my fingers in the air as if I were writing on an imaginary keyboard (“typewriter” was the word he used), so he predicted that I would grow up to follow in the family tradition.

			I have always enjoyed writing. I began my first novel when I was a freshman in high school. I don’t remember the plot exactly, something to do with a teenaged romance, and I only got about thirty pages written on our family typewriter before I lost interest.

			However, I loved writing—and I loved literature, so I headed off to Texas Tech University to major in English in order to pursue my love of writing. The rest, as they say, is history.

			The Greatest Commandment

			Jesus replied, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and the greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” 
(Matthew 22: 37–40)

			There’s a huge problem with my autobiographical story above. Yes, the word “love” is in there, but the love I’m talking about is for the wrong things. The driving love in that story is the love of writing, or more specifically, the love of something that I enjoy doing. The love of me. This is the type of love that the world teaches us about, but this type of love is very different from the love that God longs for us to understand … and practice—the type of love that leads to an abundant, joy-filled life.

			In order to better help all of you understand this love, we will refer back to the Greatest Commandment throughout this book. It is pretty simple to remember: 1) Love God and 2) Love others. We’ll address the “as yourself” part a little later in the book, so for now, just remember Love God and Love others.

			We will go a little deeper into what that all means beginning in the next chapter. Before we do, though, I thought it would be good to give you a little glimpse into me, where I come from, my experiences with “love,” and how I came to understand the life-changing significance of the Greatest Commandment.

			Growing Up

			So, when we last saw baby Jill, she was lying in the hospital, wiggling her fingers. Well, she went home with two loving parents and a kind older brother. I began to understand love there. I was so in love with my parents. I remember getting in their bed right after they had gotten out of it just so I could feel the warmth left on the sheets by their bodies. I felt so close to them.

			Then came Donny Osmond and my first “Puppy Love.” Oh, he was so cute! I could barely stand it. In kindergarten I met Blake Burleson, and it all went downhill from there. I was in love with the idea of being “in love” from the ripe old age of five.

			I noticed other forms of love come into my life as I grew. I loved animals. All animals. I even began to feel guilty about hurting bugs (and I still do! Spiders are my favorite!). I loved music … almost all kinds. I loved studying music and learned as much as I could. I began learning the piano, then later the trombone, French horn, and the trumpet. I loved acting and the theatre, and as mentioned previously, I loved to write. I also quickly became the child who would befriend the unfriended. I had lots of friends … mostly because I was friends with all the kids who didn’t have any other friends.

			During this time of junior high and high school, what I really loved was … boys. I know—what a shocker, right? In reality, after Blake, came oh so many “boyfriends” and even more crushes. There was Chad and Cliff, Koree and Robert, Daniel and Craig, and Craig and Craig and Bryan. In my fantasies there was Michael J., Kirk, and River (as an adult, I wore black to work the next day after I heard he had died), and at some point, all four of The Monkees (my favorite was Peter).

			College and Beyond

			When I got to college, my eyes were opened to many other types of love. Growing up in the small town of Memphis, Texas, I hadn’t experienced much. Texas Tech introduced me to a world full of people I had never had the opportunity to be around. I learned so much about different people and cultures. Once again, I made lots of friends (being a member of the Texas Tech marching band helped). I had a few more boyfriends and crushes … another Robert, another Brian, another Craig, and Steve. I finally met the guy God wanted me to marry, and a couple of years after graduation, I married him. My husband, Cory, and I have been married since 1995, and sometime in 2007, we began to have a really good marriage. The first twelve years were okay, sort of, but that’s a topic for another chapter.

			After college, I began teaching high school English. I soon found myself as an AP Literature and Composition teacher, and I was reading lots and lots of books about love. Have you ever noticed that love is the main theme of most great works of Western literature? Teaching also introduced me to a new kind of love—the love of strangers. Every year I was faced with a new batch of teenagers, and I knew the only way I could teach them anything was if I first learned to love them. One perk of teaching that I had not expected was that it showed me a side of myself that had been there since I was that kid who befriended the unfriended but one I hadn’t really realized. I loved to help people … especially teenagers (they usually need a lot of help). Even after going back to school and earning a master’s degree in British and American Literature, I taught so much more than literature. Teaching was something else that I hadn’t expected to love so much, but I did. I now realize that God made me to be a teacher, and I am constantly looking for ways to teach things to others. That is the motivation behind writing this book, really. God has taught me something that I need to teach others.

			My whole opinion of love changed completely on September 22, 1998. That day I gave birth to the most beautiful baby boy in the world. The love I felt for him was like nothing I had ever experienced. I didn’t think anything could top it, but on October 11, 2002, his baby sister was born, and that love wasn’t bested, but equaled. My children have taught me so much about love. They continue to teach me each day.

			Ten years after beginning my teaching career, I gave it up to help Cory pursue his dream of owning a photography studio, and we have been working side-by-side ever since. Even though I truly do enjoy working with my husband, in my time away from my high school students I began to grow restless. My new job as a photography studio receptionist and bookkeeper wasn’t affording me loads of opportunities to help other people, and I began to seek out other opportunities. I helped with the Chamber of Commerce, the Bridal Service Associates and the Girl Scouts, and the children’s program at our church. I even taught a writing class at Texas Tech to see if I liked helping college students. I decided that maybe I needed to be a mental health counselor, so I began course work toward another master’s degree, this time in counseling. Even with all of my helping, though, there was still something missing.

			Enter God

			My loving family raised me to know God. We attended church pretty much every Sunday during my childhood. My father was a lay pastor for our local Methodist church, and when I got to junior high, he began teaching the youth Sunday school class. He was my Sunday school teacher all through junior high and high school, and he taught me a lot about God and His unconditional love.

			In his capacity as local newspaperman, my dad was often at the high school taking pictures and getting stories. He would head to the field house on Saturday mornings to watch film of the previous Friday night’s game to help him write his story, and he was so respectful of and genuine with the boys on the team that even though he never taught a day in his life, they all called him Coach Combs. Coach Combs was my first real example of what unconditional love looked like.

			When I first arrived at college, my dorm was just across the street from our local Wesley Foundation (the Methodist college ministry), and I could have easily gone. I was shy, however, so I never did, and as the days, months, and years passed, my dedication to God slipped away. I still believed in Him and I still prayed, but I was not meeting with a group of believers. In fact, most of my friends were in the same boat as I was. They, too, had been raised in the church, but when they got to college, they just let that boat sail farther and farther away from Him.

			When I graduated and headed out on my own, I pretty much felt like I was an atheist. For one thing I had a college degree, and that meant I was one smart cookie. In my mind, smart cookies are too smart to believe in God. God is for the weak and foolish who can’t handle life on their own. Any intelligent, educated person knows that there is no God, and I certainly considered myself intelligent and educated. My analytical mind couldn’t fathom what it perceived to be the idiocy of believing in the concept of God. Also, all these nagging questions kept popping into that analytical mind (see if some of these don’t sound familiar): Why do bad things happen if God is real? Why doesn’t He just swoop down and fix all the messed up stuff on earth? Why didn’t God answer my prayer? Why doesn’t He give me a miraculous sign so that I can know that I’m believing in something that is real? If He’s God, why doesn’t He act like it?

			However, I continued to pray, and after Cory and I got married, we decided maybe it was time that we got out of the boat and back into a church. Looking back now, I see how significant that simple act of getting up each Sunday morning and going to church actually was. No, my relationship with God wasn’t growing by leaps and bounds. If nothing else, though, a small flame stayed lit, flickering in the darkness of all of my questions, but it stayed lit, fueled by my weekly church visits, and one day, several years later, God would fan it into a raging fire.

			All You Need Is Love

			When I was thirty-one and pregnant with our daughter, some friends of mine talked me into going on a three-day spiritual retreat called a Walk to Emmaus. During this retreat, I learned a lot about God and love. In fact, I began to understand what it means when people say, “God is love.” I felt like my eyes were opened for the first time to a knowledge that I had never had before. Beginning that weekend and continuing to this day, the Holy Spirit has been teaching me about God’s love and how it is the key to life.

			At the time of this writing, Cory and I have given up our photography business in order to gain a greater knowledge of this love. We started a faith-based nonprofit organization called, believe it or not, All You Need Is Love. We run a community center called The Love Shack (hey, I told you I love music!) where we clothe and are clothed, feed and are fed, and share God’s love with every person who comes along. We have an after-school program for fourth grade and up, so I have finally found a way to get teenagers back into my life. Now, instead of teaching them about reading and writing (although I do still do some of that), I get to teach them about God’s amazing love for them.

			You see, God’s love is unlike anything I have ever experienced. It took me a long while to understand it, and I know that I still don’t fully get it, but
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