


We talk a lot about marital communication, but we often 
overemphasize the importance of marriage over that of the 
individual. But in a great marriage you matter too! When we’re 
taking responsibility for our emotional, physical, mental, and 
spiritual well-being, we have love and grace enough to share. 
This book is all about including you in the equation of what it 
takes to make a marriage great!

JIM DALY, president of Focus on the Family

We’ve been told there’s no I in team, but we all know that 
thriving teams are made up of strong, competent individuals. 
The same is true in marriage. Are you a solid teammate right 
now? Or do you need to work through past hurts, learn to own 
your behavior, or address some crucial needs through self-care? 
Empowered to Love shows how targeted “personal training” can 
transform your life—as well as help you become the healthy, 
loving partner God intended.

DR. GREG SMALLEY, vice president of marriage and family formation 
at Focus on the Family

In Empowered to Love, Bob and Tara reveal a way to bring hope, 
healing, guidance, and a deeper faith into your life and marriage. 
Their model has been tested and made stronger through their 
work with thousands of hurting and healthy couples. The 
principles in this resource will empower you in your home 
as well.

JOHN TRENT, Ph.D., president of StrongFamilies.com and coauthor 
of Where Do I Go from Here? (with Kari Trent Stageberg) and The Blessing 
(with Gary Smalley and Kari Trent Stageberg)



Bob and Tara are more than just experts in their field; they 
reflect the message of personal health and responsibility in their 
own lives and marriages and through their work leading marriage 
intensives at Hope Restored. I have talked to countless couples 
around the country who didn’t think their marriages had a future 
until they discovered the principles in this book. Empowered to 
Love is an excellent resource for anyone serious about caring for 
their own heart and marriage.

TED CUNNINGHAM, senior pastor of Woodland Hills Family 
Church and author of Fun Loving You

It’s so refreshing to read a marriage book that elevates the 
importance of health and well-being of the individual to be equal 
with the relationship. Bob and Tara focus on the importance of 
oneness and healthy separateness while providing a road map 
for creating a satisfying, fulfilling, and God-honoring marriage, 
complete with the practical tools and tips to pull it off. Be 
empowered to live and love well!

DR. TIM CLINTON, president of the American Association of 
Christian Counselors and executive director of the Global Center 
for Mental Health, Addiction, and Recovery at Liberty University

I loved this book! Bob and Tara do an outstanding job of 
showing you what a healthy marriage looks like and then give 
you the practical tools to make it happen in your own life. 
Readers will discover that a healthy marriage begins when we 
first take responsibility to take care of our physical, mental, 
spiritual, and emotional health. Readers, God created you on 
purpose for a purpose. This is some life-changing content that 
brings hope and health to any marriage.

JIM BURNS, PhD, president of HomeWord and author of Doing Life 
with Your Adult Children



In my four decades as a psychologist and professor, I’ve read 
many books about marriage. Empowered to Love is one of 
the most practical, realistic, and immediately applicable 
resources I’ve encountered. Bob and Tara accurately state that 
if individuals don’t thrive, the marriage can’t thrive. This unique 
focus on cultivating both individual health and the health of 
the marriage is an often overlooked yet absolutely essential 
requirement for growing a healthy, mutually satisfying, and 
God-honoring marriage.

DR. GARY OLIVER, author or coauthor of over twenty books, 
including It’s All about Relationships (with Dr. David H. Olson)

Tara and Bob have penned a great resource to empower spouses 
to love each other well. They bring years of up-close-and-
personal counseling with couples who want to experience all that 
God has for them in marriage, and they now share their best 
practices to deepen real intimacy in our marriages. Empowered 
to Love is a great resource for couples who may sense that they 
are missing the mark on having the marriages they’ve always 
dreamed of. Read this book and allow these truths to sink into 
your spirit and heart.

DR. GARY AND BARB ROSBERG, authors, speakers, and 
“America’s Family Coaches”

Empowered to Love is a significant contribution to a growing 
body of resources showing that the best way to a strong marriage 
is by being the most mature person you can be. That’s not easy, 
but Bob and Tara—leading voices in our understanding of what 
makes for a healthy marriage—are here to help.

RON DEAL, speaker, podcaster, therapist, and bestselling author of 
The Smart Stepfamily and Building Love Together in Blended Families 
(with Dr. Gary Chapman)



Healthy marriages are built. In Empowered to Love, Bob and Tara 
use biblical insight and practical wisdom to provide a road map 
for a marriage that you and your spouse will both love. This 
book will help you love your mate and your marriage to the 
fullest!

JOHN LINDELL, lead pastor of James River Church in Springfield, 
Missouri
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1

EMPOWERED 
TO LOVE

YOU HAVE THE GOD-​GIVEN POWER �to make your marriage the best 
it can be. Over the years, we have seen many couples grab hold 
of this power and transform their struggling marriages. We’ve also 
seen couples who were doing well in their marriages learn to truly 
thrive, overflowing with love, fulfillment, and grace. What’s beau-
tiful is that the power to accomplish these things is, by God’s 
grace, in your hands right now. You can take the first steps today to 
improve your marriage, even without your spouse’s participation. 
But if both of you take hold of the power at your disposal, your 
marriage will become much better than either of you imagine.

Unfortunately, many couples miss out on the best that mar-
riage can offer because they unknowingly put the proverbial cart 
before the horse. They say, “I do,” and then they shift their focus 

3



to making their marriages great. At first glance, that might seem 
like a good approach, but it overlooks a fundamental truth: A mar-
riage cannot thrive apart from the individuals in it. It can never be 
healthier or stronger than each spouse.

That doesn’t mean a person needs to have it all together prior 
to getting hitched. Real marriages are composed of two imperfect 
people walking through this crazy world together. Growth and 
healing always take place over time, but the kind of growth and 
healing that lead to a stronger marriage must happen on an 
individual level.

Consider for a moment the lighting of a unity candle that is 
often included in modern weddings. During this little ceremony, 
the bride and groom each light a small candle, and then together 
they light a bigger candle in the middle of the table. The smaller 
candles represent their lives as individuals, and the larger candle 
represents their new relationship as a couple. After the unity candle 
is lit, they each blow out their smaller candles to symbolize shifting 
their focus from their individual lives to their marriage. This shift 
makes sense at first, but when the day-​to-​day realities of marriage 
set in, the results are disappointing, especially as time wears on. In 
fact, if a couple views marriage as leaving behind their individual 
selves to become a single entity, attending to their personal well-​
being might very well seem like time and energy stolen from the 
marriage. It might even seem contrary to godliness.

What couples so often miss is that a strong marriage is forged 
by seeking a healthy balance between caring for themselves as 
individuals and caring for the marriage as a whole, not choosing 
between the two. Fully embracing this critical balancing act can 
dramatically change the course of any marriage from one each 
spouse either likes well enough or is dissatisfied with to one that 
both are thrilled with.
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In fact, our definition of a great marriage is “nothing less than 
two people thrilled with their relationship and the direction it is 
heading.” Even if only one spouse is willing to do the hard work of 
strengthening the marriage, real progress can be made.

As radical as this may sound, we propose that the first step 
in making your marriage the best it can possibly be is to take 
radical responsibility for your own emotional, spiritual, physical, 
and mental well-​being. This is the key to personal fulfillment and 
purpose—​from a filled-​up, empowered place, you will be perfectly 
positioned and equipped to invest meaningfully in your marriage 
and make it something special.

Initially it might sound as if we’re encouraging self-​
centeredness and personal indulgence, reflecting the old adage 
If it feels good, do it. But this isn’t our goal. Instead, we want to 
help you develop a balanced, biblically centered understanding 
of marriage. Many Christian couples have been taught a marriage 
strategy that denies self-​care and emphasizes unhealthy selfless-
ness and radical self-​denial. Fortunately, we’re not promoting 
either extreme. Rather than emphasizing the individual over the 
marriage or the marriage over the individual, we seek to equip you 
with a biblical view of marriage in which you and your spouse 
thrive as individuals and as a couple. God cares deeply about all 
three aspects of your marriage, and if any of them is neglected or 
hurt, He is not pleased!

If you’re concerned that we might be missing the importance 
of sacrifice and selflessness in the Christian life, we want to put 
your mind at rest: We agree that a sacrificial investment in others 
is a central theme of Scripture. Later, we’ll address how this fits 
into a balanced biblical approach to building a godly marriage. We 
believe this includes creating a relationship in which each of you is 
committed to the ultimate health and well-​being of yourself, your 
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spouse, and your marriage. Our marriages truly thrive when all 
three candles are burning brightly.

We certainly understand the tension in trying to balance self-​
care with the needs and interest of your spouse and your marriage. 
In fact, many years ago, my (Bob’s) parents wrote a popular secular 
book that asked the question “Do I have to give up me to be loved 
by you?” Their strongly voiced answer was “No!” Our answer is 
similar, but with one significant difference: We also encourage 
loving, Christ-​centered couples to make meaningful sacrifices for 
their spouses, their marriages, and their families. We view such 
sacrifices as investments that God calls faithful Christians to joy-
fully make while keeping self-​care in clear focus as well.

How do you find that often elusive and delicate balance in your 
marriage? The ideal place to start is striving to become healthy, 
equipped, and empowered as an individual. Then, as you journey 
forward, you can add a generous investment in your spouse from 
a full storehouse while also investing in developing a great marital 
relationship.

With all these lofty goals in mind, our hope is that when you’re 
done reading this book, you will

•	 have an empowered sense of what is within your control 
and a sense of freedom and release from what is not;

•	 see the many benefits of taking personal responsibility 
for yourself in all aspects of your life;

•	 have access to new ways of interacting with your spouse 
that feel safe for both of you;

•	 have some tools you can apply to improve your personal 
well-​being and marriage, even if your spouse doesn’t 
participate;

•	 find hope that even if your spouse doesn’t consciously grow 
with you, your experience of marriage can improve; and
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•	 see that even though you don’t have the power to change 
your spouse, you do have great influence over how your 
spouse experiences your marriage.

Along the way, we’ll share the stories and wisdom of six couples 
who courageously participated in Tara’s research as part of Focus 
on the Family’s Hope Restored marriage intensives. (The names of 
these couples and some details about their lives have been changed 
to maintain their anonymity.)

Since this book isn’t just for married couples in crisis, we’ll also 
be sharing examples of how this material applies to couples who 
are generally doing well. We hope you’ll find something impact-
ful in the stories and principles presented that you can personally 
apply. We are so passionate about this material that we’ll even share 
aspects of our unique journeys, including some of our successes 
and failures. Like you, each of us is on a journey of discovery as 
we seek to understand more fully God’s design for marriage. We’re 
interested not just in teaching theory but also in applying the con-
cepts and principles in our own lives and marriages. We would 
never present them here if we couldn’t make them work personally.

We wholeheartedly believe that our Lord deeply desires and 
is committed to our health and well-​being—​personally and 
relationally—​through the end of time. Each of us is seeking to 
align our lives more closely with His design as empowered indi-
viduals married to other empowered individuals, fully equipped 
to love well.

A Bit about Your Authors

Before we embark on this journey together, we’d like to tell you a 
little about ourselves. We both have a passion for seeing couples 
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thrive in their marriages, in part because of our unique journeys. As 
you’ll see, we’ve each had our fair share of challenges, disappoint
ments, and growth opportunities as we’ve sought to become the 
people God created us to be while striving to have thriving mar-
riages. No small undertaking!

Additionally, as part of Focus on the Family, we have the 
freedom to overtly refer to God and Scripture in our work and 
teaching. This isn’t always the case for those in private practice. 
By working predominantly with Christians, we can bring God’s 
Word and perspective into our counseling, which allows for greater 
empowerment and success not only for the couples we seek to help 
but also for us. We’re excited we can do that here, too!

Robert Paul’s Story

My parents married young, and I was conceived right away. Neither 
of them was ready for the level of responsibility that parenting 
required. This was especially true of my father, who struggled to 
figure out who he was and how to be an adult. Within my first 
year of life, my parents separated and went through an ugly and 
contentious divorce soon after. Neither of them had any religious 
convictions or faith in God. They simply tried their best to make 
it on their own.

When I was three years old, my mom married a wonderful 
man who accepted me and raised me as his own. My biological 
father was still in my life, but at first I saw him only every other 
weekend. When I was five, he married a woman who treated me 
with tremendous love and devotion. These two couples—​my mom 
and her new husband, and my father and his new wife—​were 
extremely different from one another and didn’t get along very 
well. The tension between them was often intense, but all four 
treated me well. So I hopped back and forth between the two 
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households and watched both families grow over the years, with 
five half-​siblings entering the scene.

In my teens, I became a musician and eventually got caught up 
in the stereotypical rock-​star lifestyle filled with reckless excess. By 
my late teens and early twenties, though, I began to see the empti-
ness of where I was headed, especially after witnessing the impact 
of tragic events on some of my friends. I sensed that truth existed 
beyond the empty mess I saw in the lives of so many, and I started 
searching for it. But I had one stipulation: That truth could not be 
found in Jesus. I didn’t like Christians, and I certainly didn’t want 
to be one. But God knew better!

One day I bumped into a beautiful and fascinating woman 
who (fortunately for me) had just found her way back to her 
Christian faith. Jenni was on fire for the Lord!

Although we connected immediately, we also had strong and 
stubborn personalities, and we fought about religion more than any-
thing else. But Jenni’s strength of character and God’s pursuit of my 
heart eventually won out. In a dramatic and (I believe) miraculous 
way, she and the Holy Spirit helped me find my way to the truth, 
and I accepted Jesus as Lord of my life the day before our wedding.

Over the next few years, our faith grew stronger, but each of 
us brought a lot of baggage into the marriage. Our biggest chal-
lenge was probably my unrecognized codependency. I’d entered 
our marriage believing what I had been taught: that as a husband, 
I was supposed to identify and meet all my wife’s needs, and she 
was supposed to identify and meet all mine. I thought we should 
love and care for each other’s hearts and be willing to adjust who 
we were (our personhood) and how we lived (our behavior and 
habits) to avoid upsetting each other.

As a result of those false ideas (and a bunch more), we struggled 
in our marriage for nearly thirty years! As of this writing, Jenni and 
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I have been married more than forty-​three years, and we agree that 
the last twelve have been amazing. As you might guess, many of 
the principles discussed in this book, as well as a sizable amount of 
grace, patience, and guidance from our loving Lord, were respon-
sible for our personal and relational transformation.

I’m excited to share with you what Jenni and I have been learn-
ing throughout our journey together. And after sharing these prin-
ciples with thousands of other couples, I’m confident this stuff 
really works!

Tara Lalonde’s Story

My mother was Anglican, and my father was Baptist, and when 
they married in the late 1960s, they tried to find a church both of 
them could feel comfortable in. But they quickly gave up and let 
their faith take a back seat to the busyness of work and raising two 
daughters. I was fourteen when my dad had a crisis in his life that 
prompted his return to the Lord. At that point, my parents found 
a nondenominational church that felt good to both of them, and 
we started going to church regularly from then on.

My own faith journey had a bumpy beginning. As a child 
and young adult, I acknowledged Jesus as my Savior, but I wasn’t 
ready for Him to rule my life. I figured I had secured my place in 
heaven and avoided “the other place,” so wasn’t that good enough? 
It wasn’t until I was twenty-​four—​alone, disillusioned, and experi-
encing mild depression—​that I turned from “my way” and made 
Jesus the Lord of my life. Over the next six years, I slowly drew 
closer to God, coming to understand who He really was and how 
He loved me more than I could ever imagine. At a particularly 
significant crossroads early in that journey, I made a difficult deci-
sion to follow God’s will for my life instead of marrying a non-​
Christian man I deeply loved.
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That was a profound turning point for me. My way had not 
worked, and I had finally drawn a line in the sand. From that 
moment on, I began living my life devoted to growing in my faith 
and surrendering my life and my way of doing things to God. Over 
and over He showed up and blew me away. My regular prayer for 
almost a decade was Less of me and more of You.

At thirty I met my husband, Vince, and we were married a 
couple of months before my thirty-​second birthday. I had been 
single for six years and had settled into being an adult on my 
own. Vince had married very early in his twenties and was going 
through a divorce when we met. By that time, I was just finish-
ing my master of divinity degree, with a major in professional 
counseling. I explored with Vince what had happened in his first 
marriage, and we agreed that we did not want that to happen to 
us. He was aware of how his indifference toward the marriage, 
along with his tendency toward controlling behavior, contributed 
to the breakdown of that relationship, and he seemed committed 
to doing things differently.

Vince’s tendencies were concerning to me, but after spending 
a weekend in a silent retreat with God, I felt He was asking me to 
go forward with marrying Vince. I also felt quite sure that we were 
going to have significant challenges, at least at first. It wasn’t clear 
how long these struggles would last.

When Vince and I married, the challenges began almost imme-
diately. My husband’s tendencies returned, and I began a journey 
with the Lord of learning to care for my heart when I didn’t feel 
Vince’s care for me. I also learned to release my husband and his 
journey to the Lord.

Over the years, things have improved, and I have come to 
understand more about Vince’s personality and my own. We are 
very different people! He looks at the world in a highly structured 
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and precise way. He believes the world has an intended order, so 
when life is out of order or things aren’t as he thinks they should 
be, he becomes visibly frustrated. Why anyone would accept 
imperfection or a lack of precision makes no sense to him.

I, on the other hand, don’t prioritize or value precision the way 
Vince does. In fact, I suspect I have a learning disability that makes 
this sort of precision in areas that aren’t important to me almost 
impossible. I just can’t make my brain value things it doesn’t see. I 
am relational and can make sense of very complex relational pat-
terns, but details like turning down the thermostat before I leave 
for work don’t seem to stick no matter how hard I try.

From childhood experiences, I also came to believe that I was 
never good enough for the people in my life. I always expected to 
be set aside or treated as if I had no value. I wasn’t aware of these 
hidden beliefs until a few years ago, but they were the guiding 
principle in all my adult relationships. Imagine my surprise when 
I finally saw it!

Professionally, psychotherapy is my second career. I started a 
private practice in my early thirties and earned my PhD while 
working full-​time. I centered my doctoral dissertation on research-
ing six couples who had gone through Focus on the Family’s Hope 
Restored marriage intensives. At the time, the first three couples 
were using the tools they had learned about to strengthen their 
lives and marriages. The other three were still struggling or heading 
for divorce. I wondered why. The results of that research ignited in 
me a desire to help struggling spouses. I wanted more couples to 
use these helpful tools to improve their lives and marriages.

As my career progressed, I also developed a deep understanding 
of trauma and a commitment to helping individuals who had expe-
rienced single-​incident trauma and complex childhood trauma. 
My passion today is twofold: (1)  empowering couples to find 
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happiness and fulfillment personally and in their marriages and 
(2) helping individuals heal from past trauma that robs them of 
becoming the grounded adults God created them to be. Naturally, 
these two passions are often intertwined.

Let Our Journey Begin

Many couples we’ve worked with express the need for resources to 
help them care well for themselves, for their spouses, and for their 
marriages. This book will equip you with those resources. When 
you grab hold of the principles we present, your experience of mar-
riage can change for the better, even if your everyday circumstances 
seem to be the same!

In the following chapters, we’ll provide time-​tested tools you 
can use to improve your marriage as you work toward greater 
health and wholeness as an individual. We believe that as more of 
us become empowered to love, others will see the difference in our 
lives and will want what we have.

Our grand vision is that couples everywhere will learn the art 
of caring well for themselves and their spouses and then share these 
skills with others, so that marriages around the world can become 
glorious examples of what is possible with Christ.
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