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A NOTE BEFORE
WE BEGIN

| used to think love was something you proved. You stayed when
it was hard. You gave more than you received. You endured. And

if it hurt, well, that was just the cost of caring deeply.

It took me a long time, and honestly, a lot of quiet, 3am
realizations, to understand that | had love and labor confused.
That what | had been calling devotion was sometimes just

exhaustion with a noble face.

The truth | kept circling back to was simpler and more radical than
anything | expected: the most genuine love requires absolutely
nothing. Not performance. Not proximity. Not even

acknowledgment. Love exists without all of that.

But here is where it gets complicated. Because love that asks
nothing of the one who receives it still has a responsibility to the
one it touches. And that responsibility is not about giving more. It

is about causing less harm.
That is what this small book is about.

The Five Tests are not a checklist for perfect love. They are

a pause.



A moment to ask, before acting in the name of love, whether
what | am about to do actually honors the person in front of me.
They come from a larger framework called Responsible Agape,
which lives inside the Unraveling Change series. But they work on

their own too. You do not need the whole map to use a compass.

Take what resonates. Leave what does not. Return when it

feels useful.

WALK IN LOVE,
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THE LOVE WE
WERE TAUGHT

Most of us were handed a version of love before we were old

enough fo question it.

Love was the thing that stayed. Love was patient and self-
sacrificing and always, always willing to give a little more. Love
corrected you because it cared. Love pushed because it saw

your potential. Love knew what was best, even when you did not.

Some of that is beautiful. And some of it, if we are honest,

became the architecture of a great deal of harm.

Because love taught this way does not have a natural stopping
point. It does not have a built-in question that asks: but is this what
they actually need? It does not pause to wonder whether the care
being offered is truly for the other person, or whether it has
quietly become about the giver. About feeling useful, righteous,

or needed.
I

Just because | am, | am worthy of love.

| wrote those words years ago, lying awake at nearly four in
the morning, in the middle of what | can only describe as an

internal war.



Half of me trying to accept myself. Half of me convinced | had to

earn the right to be loved before | could offer love cleanly.

What | eventually understood is that worthiness is not the finish
line. It is the starting point. You do not have to become something
before love applies to you. You are already included. The
question is not whether you deserve love. It is whether the love
you express protects the same belonging in others that you are

learning to claim for yourself.

That is a different question entirely. And it is the one the Five

Tests are designed to help you sit with.



WHAT RESPONSIBLE

AGAPE
ACTUALLY MEANS

Agape is a word with a long history, but the way it is used here is
simple: it is love that does not grasp. Love that does not require
the other person to change, perform, or reflect you back in order

to remain. It is love as an atmosphere rather than a transaction.
Responsible Agape adds one layer to that: accountability.

Because love without accountability has been used to justify a
great deal of harm. History is full of people who were absolutely
certain they were acting from love, and in doing so, silenced
someone, stripped away their dignity, or overrode their choices
for their own good. They were not lying about their intentions.

They were simply not asking the right questions.

Responsible Agape asks those questions. Not as moral tests to
pass or fail, but as a genuine pause. A moment of checking in
with yourself before you act, to see whether what you are about
to offer is actually in service of the other person, or whether it is

in service of your own certainty.



Intent does not sanctify impact. Love
must be safe fo count as love.

That line is the whole engine of what follows.

You can mean well and still cause harm. You can be completely
sincere and still override someone’s dignity. The road between
good intentions and real care is paved with the willingness

to ask hard questions about yourself, and to be changed by

the answers.

The Five Tests are that willingness made practical.
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Before acting in the name of love, pause.
Not to second-guess your care, but to make
sure your care is actually serving the person
in front of you.

— FIVE QUESTIONS, ONE PAUSE



TEST ONE

|
CONSENT

Is this care invited? Can the other person say no,

without punishment, withdrawal, or threat.

Love that cannot be refused is not love. It is pressure with a

warm face.

This is one of the quietest and most important tests, because so
much of what we call care is never actually offered. It is applied.
We step in. We fix. We advise. We show up with our concern
already in motion, already certain it is welcome, because our

intentions are good.

But intention is not invitation. The other person’s willingness to
receive what you are offering matters as much as your desire to
give it. And genuine consent means they can say no. Not just
technically, but freely. Without you going cold. Without the
relationship shifting. Without them having to manage your hurt

feelings about being turned away.

If someone cannot say no to your care without consequence,
you are not offering love. You are creating an obligation dressed

as affection.



A MOMENT TO REFLECT

Think of someone you care for deeply. If
they asked you to stop, 1o step back, to give
them space, to let them figure something out
on their own, what would you feel? What

would you do?

The answer fo that question tells you more
about the nature of your care than any

amount of good intention.



TEST TWO

[
DIGNITY

Does this protect their personhood, or does it erase
who they are for their own good?

Every person carries an inner life that belongs entirely to them.
Their choices, their pace, their way of making sense of the world.
These are not errors to be corrected. They are the shape of a

sovereign self.

Love that honors dignity does not enter another person’s
becoming and start rearranging the furniture. It does not assume
that because you can see a better path, your job is to move them

onto it. It does not make transformation a condition of care.

This is harder than it sounds. Because we often genuinely do see
things others cannot see about themselves. We genuinely do
care. And it can feel like withholding something important when

we stay quiet instead of steering.

But clarity forced on someone before they are ready is not a gift.
It is an intrusion. The most loving thing is often to hold what you
see, stay present, and trust that the other person is capable of

arriving at their own truth in their own time.



A MOMENT TO REFLECT

s there someone in your life whose choices
you are frying fo change, even gently? What
would it mean to fully respect their right fo
make those choices, including ones you
believe are wrong?
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III TEST THREE

HUMILITY

Can | admit | might be wrong? Am | willing to listen,

learn, and be changed?

Certainty is one of love's most dangerous companions.

When we are absolutely sure we know what someone needs,
sure enough that we stop listening, stop adjusting, stop
questioning ourselves, we have left the territory of love and
entered the territory of conviction. And conviction, however

sincere, does not make us right.

Humility is not weakness. It is the honest acknowledgment that
you are seeing another person through your own history, your
own fears, your own unresolved places. Your perception is real,
but it is not complete. The other person’s experience of your care
is also real. And if they are telling you it does not feel like care,

that matters more than your intention.

The humble question is not “am | right?” It is “am | causing
harm?” And when the answer is yes, humility means stopping,

even if you are convinced your reasons were good.
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A MOMENT TO REFLECT

When was the last time someone told you
that your care felt like pressure, or that your
help felt like control? How did you respond?
Were you able to hear it?



IV TEST FOUR

HARM

If fear, shame, or injury is occurring, will | stop, even if

| am convinced of my own righteousness.

This is the test with no exceptions.

It does not matter how good your reasons are. It does not matter
how pure your intentions were, or how long you have been
trying, or how certain you are that this person needs what you are
offering. If your love is producing fear, shame, or injury in the

person receiving it, you stop.

This is where a lot of well-meaning harm lives, in the gap between
infention and impact, held in place by the belief that sincerity
covers damage. It does not. A person who is frightened or
shamed by your care is not misunderstanding your love. They are

accurately reporting their experience of it.

Stopping is not failure. Stopping is love taking itself seriously
enough to prioritize the other person’s wellbeing over your own

sense of righteousness. That is not retreat. That is integrity.

20



A MOMENT TO REFLECT

Has there been a moment where you sensed
your care had crossed a line but you kept
going anyway? What held you there,
conviction, fear, habit? What would stopping

have required of you?
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ACCOUNTABILITY

If | cause harm, do | repair, or do | justify myself
through intention, belief, or authority?

We all cause harm. Not because we are bad people, but

because we are human ones.

The question is not whether you will ever hurt someone you love.
You will. The question is what you do when that becomes clear.
Do you repair? Or do you reach for your intentions as a shield: |

meant well, | was trying to help, you misunderstood me.

Accountability means setting the shield down. It means saying: |
see that | hurt you, and that matters more to me than being right.
It means making repair a genuine act rather than a performance.
Not apologizing to restore your own comfort, but to

acknowledge the other person’s reality.

Love without accountability is not Agape. It is love that only flows
in one direction, outward from you, always generous in your own

telling of the story, always arriving in the right light.

Real love flows both ways. It lets itself be corrected.
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A MOMENT TO REFLECT

Think of a time you caused harm to
someone you love. Did you repair it? If not,
what stood in the way, and is any of that

still unresolved?
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HOW TO ACTUALLY
USE THESE

These fests are not meant to be applied outward, handed to
someone else as a way of measuring their love. If you feel the
urge to use them to evaluate another person’s behavior, pause.

That urge is worth examining.

They are for you. For the quiet moment before you act. For the
longer reflection after something goes wrong. For the
relationship where you keep giving and giving and somehow

things keep getting harder, and you want to understand why.

You do not have to apply all five at once. Sometimes one
question is enough. Sometimes consent is the only thing that
matters in a given moment. Sometimes the harm test is the only

one you need to hear.

They are also not a final verdict on whether you are a good or
bad person. They are not here to shame you. Shame has never
made anyone love better. These tests exist to create a small,
honest gap between impulse and action. A breath of self-

awareness in the space where love can either deepen or distort.
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Agape does not conquer. If
accompanies.

That is what these tests are trying to protect: the accompanying.
The staying present without taking over. The caring deeply without
needing fo control the outcome. The love that says you are
allowed to be exactly who you are, at exactly the pace you move,

and | will not make my presence a condition you have to earn.

If you fail one of the tests, and you will, because we all do, that is
not the end of the story. It is an invitation. Accountability is the

fifth test for a reason. There is always a way back.



A CLOSING THOUGHT

LOVE DOES NOT
REQUIRE VIGILANCE

One of the heaviest things | have had to unlearn is that love

requires constant effort to remain real.

That if | stop watching, stop managing, stop giving, the love will
somehow dissolve. That care must be maintained through a kind
of endless vigilance, always checking, always adjusting, always

making sure.
It is exhausting. And more importantly, it is not true.

Agape, when it is aligned rather than performed, does not
exhaust itself. It does not require you to regulate someone else’s
emotional world at the cost of your own. It does not ask you to
disappear into another person’s becoming in order to prove

you care.

You are allowed to love and still have limits. You are allowed to
care and still say no. You are allowed to be present without

erasing yourself in the process.
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Self love is just as important. You knew
this. You may have just needed someone
fo say it plainly.

Being stripped of everything, fully exposed, is humbling. But
through humility a non-judgmental space is created, and you
literally become a safe place. Every soul longs to connect with

another, completely naked, and receive acceptance.

| choose love. For others. For myself. Even on the hard days.

Especially on the hard days.

Learning to love me so | can love you. We are the

collective consciousness.
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A REFERENCE FOR YOUR POCKET

THE FIVE TESTS
AT A GLANGE

Before acting in the name of love, pause and ask:

| CONSENT

Is this care invited? Can they say no without punishment,

withdrawal, or threat?

I DIGNITY

Does this protect their personhood, or erase who they are
for their own good?

Il HUMILITY

Can | admit | might be wrong? Am | willing to listen, learn,
and be changed?

IV HARM

If fear, shame, or injury is occurring, will | stop, even if | am

convinced | am right?

V ACCOUNTABILITY

If I cause harm, do | repair, or justify myself through

intention, belief, or authority?

If it fails consent, dignity, or harm, it is not Agape.
Full stop.

FROM THE UNRAVELING CHANGE SERIES
BY JAY PIERCE
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ALSO IN THE UNRAVELING CHANGE
LIBRARY

The library is built so that any book can be your first. Nothing here
requires anything else here.
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THE PRACTITIONER OF AGAPE - Five movements: SEE, HOLD, GUIDE,
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AGAPE TOWARD THE SELF - Turning the practice inward, toward the person

hardest to love.

THE MULTISPECTIVE - On holding more than one truth at the same time
without breaking.

LEARNING - Written for teenagers, and for anyone who was one.

CIVILIZED ANIMALS - Mouse, Bear, Lion, Bird, Zebra. Five ways of moving
through the world.

THE LITTLE LIGHT SERIES - For younger readers, and for the adults reading

to them.

EVERY BOOK IS FREE AT
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PASS IT ON

If this book gave you something, give it away. Send the
link. Print it. Leave a copy somewhere a stranger will

find it.

It cost you nothing on purpose. It should cost the next

person nothing too.
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