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Abstract 

This article focuses on understanding Larry Crabs’s writings in the light of Family Life Cycle Theory, because he is 

a well known family counselor and has written over 30 books on counseling especially in our times. Even though 

his contribution in the west is noteworthy, when we apply his mode of thinking in Indian pastoral ministry context, 

his theories may not be fully appropriate. The socio- ethnic and pluralistic complexity of our country is more 

challenging. The very concept of Family defers in Indian context and in the West. Hence, we need an alternative 

model or theory in India towards addressing family issues in the context of Pastoral ministry. 

1. Introduction 

Home and Family are considered the two greatest blessings that God has given in all of our lives. The strong 

family makes the church stand tall in the eyes of God and People. In recent times the fabric of family is continuing 

to be very fragile and broken. Hence it is important that we find reasons for its precariousness. Families pass through 

different stages of emotional, intellectual and physical changes. There are set of predictable steps or patterns and 

developmental tasks families experience over time. This family life cycle concept facilitates studying the family 

from beginning to end.  

There are three schools of thought propagated by three leading scholars in the area of psychology. Gary Collins and 

Jay Adams are the two who have addressed few valuable issues on family in their writings. Larry Crabb1 the third 

leading scholar has given more input towards the thoughts on family life cycle. The purpose of the paper is to 

understand Larry Crabb’s contribution to family life cycle in dealing with the challenges of families and evaluate 

the methodology he uses in dealing with challenges and suggestions that he gives. The reason I study Larry Crabb 

is to analyze his contributions to the Western world and find out the strengths and gaps if there is in his writings 

especially in the light of my ministry involvement in building Indian families.  I conduct this study by reviewing all 

of his writings that are available. Then identify his usage of terms and concepts, strengths and gaps and goal of his 

ministry. I distinguish his teachings and writings in and compare those teachings with our family and society to see 

the relevance of his scholarship in my ministry. I would see if gaps could be identified in Crabb’s writings as a need 

for the further research.   

 

 

                                                           
1 Larry Crabb is a famous author of several best-selling books, scholar, both Radio and conference speaker. He is also the founder director 

of New Way Ministries. He served, as a Spiritual Director for the American Association of Christian Counselors and since 1996 has been 

the distinguished Scholar-in-Residence of Colorado Christian University. He was born in 1944 in Illinois. He has done Ph.D in clinical 

psychology (www.newwayministries.org). He died on 28th February, 2021. He was a well-known Counselling Psychologist.   
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2. Defining the Family Life Cycle Theory 

Every family is influenced by particular culture and values of their own. Human beings by and large have 

been designed in the similar life cycle and are restricted to time. This common process of birth and death in all 

people is studied in as life cycle. By and large all people belong to or identify themselves with certain family. As 

they live in the family they pass through various stages of life. Hence this entire routine has been developed as family 

life cycle. Scott Plunkett says, “the family life cycle concept facilitates studying the family from beginning to end.”2 

The word stage can mean here as a period of time in the life of a family that has unique configuration. People pass 

through emotional, intellectual and physical stages right from beginning to end or childhood to retirement.  Each 

stage has its own challenges in family life differing from one individual to the other. These challenges can enable 

people to develop skills to face other challenges that they might encounter in the future. Certainly, not everyone 

passes through the stages in life smoothly and without hurts. Some common problems such as illness, separation, 

unexpected departure of loved one, divorce, single parent, failure, family responsibility at the early stage, accidents 

and so on would hit in the family life. These hits and hurts can lead people into dysfunctional if they are not dealt 

with. The focus of the family life cycle theorists was on the birth, growth, maintenance, shrinkage and death.   

The development of this theory may have had a beginning with Darwin in 18th century. However, significance 

to human development was given at the end of 19th century and the beginning of 20th century. Many scholars such 

as Freud, Piaget and others applied this life cycle theory mostly from childhood to adolescent age. It was Erikson 

who was the first one to propose the term ‘stages” of human development. He also considered the entire human life 

cycle into his theory. However, the work of sociologist, economist and demographers by the middle of the 20th 

century has established a separate perspective to look at family within the broader spectrum of human development. 

They seem to be the forerunners of family life cycle theory with explicit concepts.   

3. Review of Family Life Cycle Theories in the Light of Larry Crabb 

Here I am looking at three prominent scholars who have contributed greatly especially in the field of human 

development and family life cycle. I would see their views and theories that they have developed and see how Larry 

Crabb has developed his theory.   

Firstly, Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) studied under a French psychiatrist Jean Charcot, who was using 

hypnosis in the treatment of hysteria. Freud also tried this method, but was not impressed by its efficiency. Later on 

he came in contact with Joseph Breuer who used to treat his patients by talking about it. Later on both of them came 

up with a ‘talking-out’ technique to treat hysteria (1895).3 However, Freud parted from Breuer over the issue of the 

significance of sexual factor in hysteria. Hence Freud felt that sexual conflicts were the cause for hysteria.4 Freud 

worked alone and eventually achieved a great work in developing psychoanalytical theory in the year 1900.  His 

psychodynamic approaches to counseling and psychotherapy are mostly based on his work itself.  He talks about 

many ideas in which one among many ideas is that a person might become ‘stuck’ in an early stage of development 

rather progressing through it. Freud calls this a fixation. Freud’s family life cycle is known as psychosexual stages. 

He developed Life cycle theory by looking at or concentrating on the sexual developmental stages of humans. Hence, 

his theory is also called psychosexual stages.5 He seems to have focused mostly on what gives pleasure at each stage 

of life.  

Secondly, Erik Erickson (1902-1994) observes Freud’s theory of psychosexual theory and discovers that 

Freud has ignored the social influence in development in a person completely. His developmental theory covers 

entire life. Erikson has gone through challenges and problems even in the early stage of his life. He asserts that every 

stage has its own crisis, challenge or turning point. These are to be dealt with and resolved for every individual in 

order to move into the next stage without any problem. If unresolved, can cause personality difficulties in an 

individual. Hence, he seems to have developed psychosocial theory, which emphasizes on social aspect of human 

development.  

                                                           
2 http://hhd.csun.edu/hillwilliams/542/Family%20Developmental%20Theory.htm, accessed on 08 May 2009 
3 Hall, Calvin S, Gardner Lindzey, John B. Campbell, Theories of Personality (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2002), p.32.  
4 Ibid. 
5 Freud suggested five stages of life. They are, 0-1 year- Oral stage, 1-3 years-anal stage, 3-6 years-Phalic stage, 6-12- latency stage, 12 years onwards-

genital stage.  
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Thirdly, Jean Piaget (1896-1980) is another scholar who introduced an important theory of life stages. He 

concentrates more on intellectual and cognitive development (thinking) rather than emotional. He develops the 

theory that concerns what is known as ‘schema.’  A Schema is all the knowledge and experience that an individual 

has, and that would relate to a certain activity, a kind of mental structure.  He introduced four stages of life.6  

Looking at these above theories, one can understand that sex, social life, intellectual and cognitive aspects 

of life is equally important and influential in the family Life cycle.  Larry Crabb has appreciated Freud’s thoughts 

quite often in his writings. At large Crabb used many examples and illustrations in his writings both on counseling 

and marriage.    

4. Review of Larry Crabb and His Writings 

Crabb has been involved in writing from mid seventies of the 20th century. Over the period of time there are 

changes in his writings. Here one can understand the way Crabb has been changed or moved from one decade to the 

other.   

In Seventies:7 The thrust of Crabb on the mid seventies were these: 

In his article he talks about three levels of counseling ministry; they are Encouragement, Exhortation, and 

Enlightenment. He keeps enlightenment on the top. One can examine and say that the teaching on enlightenment 

was mostly reliant upon psychological theories that are developed by other scholars such as Sigmund Freud, Alfred 

Adler, Albert Ellis, and Abraham Maslow. 

Secondly, He says that these secularists may have something to offer to Christianity. Crabb wrote:  

 

“Man is responsible (Glasser) to believe truth which will result in responsible behavior (Ellis) that will provide 

him with meaning, hope (Frankl), and love (Fromm) and will serve as a guide (Adler) to effective living with 

others as a self- and other-accepting person (Harris), who understands himself (Freud), who appropriately 

expresses himself (Perls), and who knows how to control himself (Skinner).”8 

 

In Eighties:9 In this decade Crabb seems to have changed, in the usage of language. His books in this era 

repudiated his own previous writings. He sounds here more an evangelical10 than psychological. However, certain 

concepts remained as they are, but they seem to have explained differently.  

Crabb’s explanation of man has two main unconscious needs that would motivate behavior. Earlier he called those 

two dominant unconscious needs as “security” and “significance.” However, in the later writings he changed the 

terminology into “longings for relationship” and “impact.” Crabb clearly hints that even though he has changed the 

words that does not mean the change of doctrine or fundamental change. He says,  

“Readers familiar with my earlier books will recognize movement in my concepts but not, I think, 

fundamental change. For example, my preference now is to speak of deep longings in the human heart for 

relationship and impact rather than personal needs for security and significance.”11  

 

Larry Crabb’s teachings (doctrine) of “unconscious” seem to have been based on Freud’s teaching on 

“unconscious.” Crabb affirms Freud clearly here. This is how Crabb writes about Freud on the term unconscious,  

 

                                                           
6 Jean Piaget (1896-1980), talks about intellectual and cognitive development rather than the emotional. He divides life cycle into four stages only. They 

are, Sensorimotor stage or infancy (0-2 years). In this stage a child begins to develop thinking skills. Pre-optional stage or early childhood stage (2-7 

years). It is a kind of animism stage. Here children look at every as they would themselves. Concrete operational stage or middle childhood (7-11 years). 

Here child begins to understand the relationships between things and play in team games. Formal operations stage (11 years and over). In this stage 

children begin to understand abstract ideas, such as freedom and conscience. 
7 His books and article in the seventies are Basic Principles of Biblical Counseling (1975) and Effective Biblical Counseling (1977), and the article in 

Christianity Today (1978) titled Moving The Couch Into The Church.   
8 Larry Crabb, Effective Biblical counseling (Secunderabad: OM Books, 1977), p.56. 
9 His books in the eighties are Encouragement (1984), Understanding People (1987), and Inside Out (1988). 
10 Has connected more biblical terms in his explanations. 
11 Larry Crabb, Understanding People (London: Marshal Pickering, 1987), p.15.  
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“Freud is rightly credited with introducing the whole idea of psychodynamics to the modern mind. The 

term refers to psychological forces within the personality (usually unconscious) that have the power to 

cause behavioral and emotional disturbance. He taught us to regard problems as symptoms of underlying 

dynamic processes in the psyche.”12  

Crabb has used the word unconscious explaining openly its hidden nature and power for the motivation. In 

his book Inside Out Crabb relies on metaphorical descriptive phrases such as “Heart,”  “core,” “beneath the surface,” 

“hidden inner regions of our soul,” “dark regions of our soul,” “beneath the waterline,” “underlying motivation,” 

“hidden purpose,” and “reservoir of their self-protective energy.” In fact the title of the book Inside Out it self 

suggests Freud’s notion of unconscious. Larry Crabb presents quite clearly that the unconscious as a real and 

powerful of each human being.  He further recommends that doctrines of unconscious are crucial to the church.  

In late Nineties and beyond:13 Crabb shows his interest and faith in psychological counseling theories. He 

sees a motivating unconscious and need of psychology as he connects a universal “self-protectiveness” to “our 

deepest needs” including “how desperate we are for some one to care.” What we can observe here is the 

psychological themes of a motivating unconscious and teachings from need psychology continues even in his later 

books though it appears to be less obvious. However, they lie beneath the surface and are expressed and explained 

in a more Biblical-sounding language and vocabulary.  

By doing a critical evaluation of Crabb’s writings the following conclusions are drawn. Firstly, he seems to be an 

Integrationist. He believes that both Psychology and anthropology when linked with Scripture offer answers to the 

problems of living.14  Secondly, he arbitrarily considers that man is an image of God. He defines the personhood as 

the image of God, the thinking and evaluative quality as rationality, making choice as volitional and deep longings 

as needs. Crabb seems to have borrowed these elements and especially the element of need (longing) approach from 

Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.  Thirdly, he speaks about the basic needs of man. Crabb says that security 

and significance are the highest needs of humanity. He uses the words such as relationship and impact to illustrate 

this concept.15 Fourthly, he speaks about the confused state of man. Crabb believes that people are confused hence 

unable to recognize the truth about the only way of meeting their needs.  Fifthly, People are miserable. He says that 

in the prevailing condition people are wretched, hence they need direction or counseling from psychotherapists. In 

contrast the Bible says that humanity is sinful.  Finally the message he conveys to people is that God loves people 

therefore He gave his begotten Son for them hence people need to accept this fact, which eventually provides security 

and significance.  

 

5. Strengths of Larry Crabb 

Strengths of Larry Crabb can be seen especially in marriage and family in the Western context. In his writings 

both on marriage and on other counseling topics the illustrations that are commonly used majors on marriage, family 

and its relationships. His emphases include, 

 

5.1. Relationship 

For Crabb, the Bible stands as one of the anchors in counseling and relationship. He says, “Bible has more 

to say to a counselor than the science of psychology.” 16 He also emphasizes that Bible as the revelation of God, an 

authoritative book that provides an authoritative and sufficient framework for understanding people. He says, “Bible 

is a sufficient guide and is a textbook for relational living.”17 The reason he says that because he sees the nature of 

                                                           
12 Ibid. p.59  
13 His books in the nineties and beyond are  Connecting, (1997) and Shattered Dreams (2001). 
14 When the element is evaluated in the light of Scripture, it is Scripture alone can provide answers to the problem of living.   
15 However, in the Scriptural terms the basic needs of human being is Salvation and Sanctification.  
16 Crabb, Understanding People, p.40. 
17 Ibid. 62.  
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God as a relational being.18 Hence, he says that we have been built for relationship with God and other people. He 

also says, “only within the context of relationship can the deepest needs of human personality be met.”19  He 

illustrates from the Bible that, “When God presented Eve to her husband, the Bible tells us they became one flesh, 

that is, they fully experienced a relationship of oneness. Developing this kind of relationship is the goal of 

marriage.”20   He emphasizes on intimate relationship between husband and wife and it can be nourished by the 

growth of spirit, soul and oneness in the body.  

Connecting: As he discusses about relationship, he uses another word for relationship as “Connect.”21 He 

says that there is power found in connection. Crabb emphasizes that in his book Connecting “is a call to healing 

relationships.”22  He clearly calls the relationship as connecting.23  

5.2. Emotions 

Crabb discusses various emotional issues. He explains and expresses emotions in the context of marriage, 

sex, and sexual abuse in the family. Even to explain emotions he uses the illustrations on marriage and family.24 He 

gives an illustration about husband coming home late from his work place can also cause emotional problem and 

create a conflict in the couple. Again he uses a married couple as an illustration to demonstrate sinful emotions. 

Anger, hurt, hate, frustration, sensual feelings over other women and men etc., are some of the emotions handled by 

Crabb in the context of marriage and family. 

 

5.3. Maturity in relation to Godliness 

Crabb believes that maturity can repair marriages and reorient sexual perversion. All these can emerge as 

people grow in godliness. 

He writes, “ the visible evidence of maturity is relating in love. As people learn to love, the internal structures 

that sustain their emotional and psychological ills are eroded. Love really is the answer. It is the defining 

mark of the Christian, the visible measure of maturity.”25 

5.4. Role of Men and Women 

He recognizes the significance of sexual differences in men and women and appeals them to remain as they 

are as God has created them. Women trying to act like men, and men trying to be women do not make marriage 

joyful. He says, “gains of marriage are paid at particularly as we celebrate our sexual differences, each partner 

enriches the relationship to make it a daring adventure.” 26 Crabb says,  

           “that something is missing in our effort to build good marital relationships. Perhaps a fundamental flaw in the 

way we try to create intimacy must be corrected before any other attempts to improve things will have effect. 

This flaw is that we lost the uniqueness of what it means to relate to one another as men and women.”27  

 

 

 

                                                           
18 Ibid. p.110.  
19 Larry Crabb, The Marriage Builder (Michigan: Zondervan, 1992), p. 20. 
20 Ibid., P. 22.  
21 Larry Crabb, Connecting: Healing for Ourselves and our Relationships (London: Word Publishing, 1997), p.5.  
22 Ibid., p.xviii.  
23 Ibid., p.5. 
24Illustration he gives here is that wives whose husbands are weak should feel disappointed and angry (Understanding People),p. 173. 
25Understanding People. p. 199.  
26 Larry Crabb, Men & Women (Michigan: Zondervan, 1993), p.12.  
27 Larry Crabb, Men & Women. P.21.   
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6. Gaps in Larry Crabb 

  Crabb has contributed greatly at large in strengthening marriage, family and presenting the gospel of Christ 

in the philosophical and psychological terms especially to the Western world. However, when we apply his theory 

in the pastoral ministry in our context certainly we can notice some specific gaps in his theory.  

Crabb uses more illustrations on the relationship of husband and wife. Though this relationship is one of the 

main areas in family, it alone does not define family relationship. Family in our eastern context has a broader 

spectrum to cover than only that of a husband and wife. There are children, parents, grand parents and many relatives 

who comprise of one family. This area is almost neglected in Crabb’s perspective of a family life. There are various 

factors that influence the issues in eastern family that are conveniently been shown a blind eye in Crabb’s emphasis. 

Areas such as caste, dowry, status, language, diseases, burdens, family pressure, stress, deaths, sickness, separation, 

and many other challenges in various stages of life that would equally contribute to the problems in the family to 

become dysfunctional, if neglected.  

Secondly, there is hardly any mention of issues relating to in-laws (Father-in-law and mother- in-law relating 

to their daughter-in-law or sister-in-law issues) in his writings. In India it’s an important aspect of family. There is a 

majority of families that I have faced in ministry and counseling that relates to differences within in-laws. Indian 

families have complex problems within the family members, which are to be researched in order to draw specific 

conclusions. In our context, marriage is seen as a family connecting to another family than only a husband to a wife. 

Crabb misses out these issues in his writings. It is probably for his context these issues may not be applicable. Mary 

Kirk says that in the Western society the understanding of family is generally refers to husband, wife and their 

children.28 There are times newly married girl may not be accepted by boy’s parents due to various reasons such as 

caste creed and color of the girl’s background. This can also lead a marriage in to dysfunctional one.  

Thirdly, in the context of Emotional abuse in the past or childhood his illustrations circulate around a sexually 

abused girl by her father. This is again related to the issue of sex and abuse. Even though there are many other ways 

of illustrating emotions, he seems to find sex as the best suitable communicative illustration to express issues on 

emotion. In my ministry involvement in family counseling, rarely I come a cross this type of cases.  It could be also 

because eastern culture has the concept of shame. Hence, these illustrations are not very beneficial as the illustration 

for emotions. 

Finally, a housewife standing outside the door well dressed with a sexy look to receive her husband as he 

comes back home after his work.  It is suggested for a housewife to do so; the reason is that he works with ladies in 

his workplace who are always well dressed. If the wife is not well dressed to receive him at home, it may 

psychologically disappoint him as the days go by.  It appears to be a good suggestion, but in our family culture where 

boy’s father and mother are there at home who may not like this practice and it might take up a different shape all 

together. The picture of standing at the door in our context is more of a person standing on a red-light29 area, hence 

the illustration itself has to be reworded if it needs to weigh and add value. 

7. Implications for Pastoral Ministry in Indian Context 

In our context of marriage and family we have religious and cultural values that influences in marriage and 

family. These values play significant role. In the ancient Hindu notion, marriage is deeply rooted more towards their 

ancestral lineage. S.V. Karandikar writes, “Hindu marriage is governed by two sorts of restrictions: endogamous and 

exogamous. Every Hindu must marry within his endogamous sub-caste, and outside the exogamous group variously 

known as gotra, got, kul, mul, intiperulu, taravad, and so on.”30  

                                                           
28 Mary Kirk, ‘Family’ in The  New dictionary of Pastoral Studies (Michigan: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002),p.125.  
29 Places where commercial sex workers do their profession. 
30 S.V. Karandikara, Sociology of the Family in Research in Sociology (New Delhi: Concept Publishing company, 1989), p. 225.  
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  S. C. Paulraj identifies saying, “In the Indian family, marriage was considered as a dharma (duty), praja 

(progeny) rati (pleasure) and moksha (liberation).”31 He further says, “One marries not only for individual needs and 

pleasure, but for the sake of entire family.” 32  

In India as I have already noted, marriage is not just a man marrying a woman, rather it is one family 

embracing and accepting another family into theirs. Hence, in the pastoral ministry in our context the focus of the 

ministry needs to be catered to the needs of entire family. As the ministry focuses on the entire family, surely there 

will be several significant issues need to be addressed, not just as Crabb focuses by and large on sex, beauty and 

body structure which seem to be prominent issues in his context.  

Indian sociology believes that families are the backbone of our society. In fact in the traditional Indian family, 

marriage was considered as a social duty (dharma).  Recently Media (ND TV) emphasized that families are the 

backbone of our society.   

In the diverse cultures of our country, even the churches are often made up of more than one culture. People 

in our community generally do not prefer to disclose or discuss with the counselor about their family problems unless 

it reaches the dysfunctional stages.   Hence, the pastoral implication for a family counselor is enormous and 

challenging. 

 

8. Conclusion 

Family life cycle theory has demonstrated entire life of people in a category of stages of life. In life people 

do not pass through each stage as smoothly as we expect. There will be several challenges and struggles people pass 

through. Hence, equipping people with certain skills can help people live a happy life with all its fullness. If neglected 

it can lead into dysfunctional family.  

Having seen Crabb’s concepts, models and teachings on marriage and family counseling, it is quite obvious 

that building relationship between husband and wife, bringing oneness between two and building marriage are the 

concerns of Larry Crabb. He has appeared as a marriage builder than family builder in when it compares to our 

context. Numerous examples and illustrations in his books do not practically apply into our situations. Crabb’s 

understanding of Family and contribution in this field do not efficiently cater to the needs of our families here in our 

context. Hence, there is great need of conducting research in order to help our families. Even though several issues 

in our families can lead families into dysfunctional, the study of family life cycle in our context would be a healthy 

starting point in negating dysfunctionalism in family. 
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