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YOM KIPPUR MORNING DRASH 5783 

The Fourth Turning 

“Good morning. The wheel of time has turned another cycle. We turn our backs on a year that has 
passed and we face the year that is to come. For the old year most of us I suppose will have our regrets. 
Regrets and unavoidable happenings, regrets at things which we, had we known better, might have 
avoided. We have made our mistakes. Every one of us, else we would not be human. But I trust that in 
the balance of things it will be found that the good we have done – or striven to do – has outweighed 
the errors. In any case we should cast regrets aside, for they help us little and may do us great harm.” 

I could have written these words myself, but alas I did not. 

Let me read to you one more line from the same speech. “For many, I know only too well, 1934 has 
been a year of trial. “ 

Yes, this was the New Year’s address given by the Prime Minister of Australia during the height of the 
great depression. Does anyone remember his name? He was the 10th PM of Australia and served from 
the beginning of 1932 until his sudden death in office on 7 April 1939. Nicknamed Honest Joe,  his real 
name was Joseph Lyons and he led the UAP United Australian Party to a landslide victory in the 1931 
election. Prime Minister Lyons was remarkable in his ability to unite the People during a time of great 
economic crisis.  

At the beginning of his speech, the Prime Minister mentions “turning the cycle”.  Is he merely referring 
to the cycle of the seasons of the year?  He reflects on the past year as we would at this time of year, 
speaking of regrets, mistakes, speaking of placing the good we have done and the mistakes we have 
done on two sides of the balance and assuring that our merits outweigh our transgressions (averot). Our 
own tradition discusses this in Talmud Tractate RH 16B–the Akeidat Yitzchak commentary explains this 
passage like this: 

Even the beynonim, the people whose merits are balanced by their errors, are treated according to the 
yardstick of justice, since G'd waits until the Day of Atonement to see which way the scales will tip at that 
time.  

[But] What was I doing searching the Australian archives for speeches given during the Great 
Depression? It has to do with a strange feeling I’ve had lately, like we are living in a period of crisis the 
likes of which we have not seen for 80-100 years, since the Great Depression. I don’t know if any of you 
have been thinking similar thoughts. [look around] 

We have spent several years living through a global pandemic, but even as the World Health 
Organisation declares the pandemic over, we feel that something has fundamentally changed in the 
world and that we are living through uncharted territory. That said, it is unclear whether the waters are 
about to get stormier rather than calmer. Has the cycle turned? If so, what cycle are we talking about?  

If the cycle of our year includes spring, summer, autumn and winter, perhaps our lives also have 
seasons. Let us recall the Song “For Every Season Turn, Turn Turn”; a song written by Pete Seeger in the 
late 1950s, but famously performed later by the Byrds. The lyrics to this song, though, are taken almost 
verbatim from Ecclesiastes Chapter 3  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1931_Australian_federal_election
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1931_Australian_federal_election
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To everything (turn, turn, turn) 

There is a season (turn, turn, turn) 

And a time to every purpose, under heaven 

  ְוֵעת ַלֲעקֹור ָנטּוַע׃       ֵעת ָלַטַעת       ְוֵעת ָלמּות       ֵעת ָלֶלֶדת      

A time to be born and a time to die, 

A time to plant and a time to reap. 

If we look closely at the words of Kohelet, (which is the book we read on Sukkot next week) it is the 
seasons of our lives that are being described. Spring is “a time to be born”.  “A time to die”- is winter, 
where everything lies dormant. And, in between, we have a time to plant, this could be our early years 
as adults of “planting” or in our time building something and the later years, a time to reap, when we 
reap the fruits of our labours, the rewards that come from our work. This is a lifetime. 

Psalm 90 states: The span of our life is seventy years, 

or, given the strength, eighty years; 

ים ָשָנה   ְגבּוֹרת  ְשמֹונִׁ ם בִׁ ים ָשָנה ְואִׁ ְבעִׁ  ְיֵמי־ְשנֹוֵתינּו ָבֶהם שִׁ

PAUSE 

If there are seasons of the year, but also seasons of our lives as we read in Kohelet, could there also be 
corresponding seasons of history of 80-100 years?  

There is a fairly well-known theory revolving around the idea that history is cyclical rather than linear 
and contains four cycles. In the 1990s, Strauss and Howe published their research in two notable books 
on the subject of generational theory / cyclical history; the first is called Generations and the second 
book is titled The Fourth Turning (1997)   

While they were studying generational theory, Neil Howe and William Strauss noticed that the way in 
which one generation reacts to the previous generation caused shifts in history that seemed to repeat 
themselves every 80-90 years. They were, therefore, able to predict that sometime around 2005, give or 
take a few years, a global terrorist group would blow up an aircraft [running it directly into the World 
Trade Centers], and that during this time period the Center for Disease Control would announce a new 
epidemic with the Congress enacting quarantine measures, and that a financial crisis would erupt and a 
high-tech oligarchy would emerge. Very impressive and startlingly precise predictions! 

The Four cycles are termed the four Turnings: The first cycle starts just after a major crisis (e.g. 
pandemic, war, economic collapse) After the crisis the first cycle is called the High (First Turning), which 
is defined by a renewal of community life [focus on the collective], general periods of stability and an 
appreciation for things that were lost during the preceding crisis. An Awakening (Second Turning) period 
then follows, where the mood shifts to defiance and spiritual discovery (and individual healing). This is 
followed by an Unravelling (Third Turning-characterised by radical individualism). Finally, a Crisis takes 
hold, where a great threat to livelihoods and lives drives a surge from individualism to civic duty. (Fourth 
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Turning). According to the theory this period of crisis occurs every 80-100 years. Could we be living 
through such a period now about 90 years after the beginning of the great depression? 

While I was not alive then nor were many of you; as we come to the end of an era it is remarkable to 
note that Queen Elizabeth II of blessed memory was 3 years old when the Wall Street crash occurred. 
Here is a very short anecdote from that time. King George V, her grandfather, was suffering a life-
threatening illness around this time and little Lillibet - (Queen Elizabeth) was brought down to Bognor to 
cheer him up. Did Queen Elizabeth grow up during a period of greatest world crisis and live long enough 
to see the beginning of the next world crisis? 

It is interesting that the next lines of Kohelet seem to describe a similar cycle just not in the same order: 

ְרּפֹוא       ֵעת ַלֲהרֹוג       ְפרֹוץ       ְוֵעת לִׁ ְבנֹות׃       ְוֵעת ֵעת לִׁ   לִׁ

We read: A time for killing and a time for healing, 

A time for tearing down and a time for building up. 

In Ecclesiastes, A time for killing may refer to times of war (crisis) since murder would violate the 10 
Commandments. Mentioned also in that passage is a time for (re)building, a time for healing and a time 
for tearing down. These could also be describing the cycles in our lives, or the cycles of history just 
mentioned. If the seasons of history are cyclical, why does this occur? It seems this is at least partly on 
account that:  

 

The prophet Malachi in chapter 3 also points to a source of disconnect between the generations. 

י ֶאת־ָהָאֶרץ ֵחֶרם׃ ֵכיתִׁ ים ַעל־ֲאבֹוָתם ֶּפן־ָאבֹוא ְוהִׁ ים ְוֵלב ָבנִׁ יב ֵלב־ָאבֹות ַעל־ָבנִׁ  ְוֵהשִׁ

[God] shall reconcile parents with children and children with their parents, so that, when I come, I do 
not strike the whole land with utter destruction. 

Malachi not only speaks of the struggle between generations which leads to destruction but prophesied 
a reconciliation, a time when we all come together. When does this happen?  

According to generational theory, generations react to the previous generation which moves us in cycles 
from the more communal and civic valued periods of one generation following a great crisis to 
subsequent generations with more individualistic tendencies.  That is, in a crisis people come together 
to deal with the crisis but the next generation reacts to this lack of differentiation with the collective by 
becoming more focused on their individual needs and personal healing. 
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Let me take a moment to consider a current example of this phenomenon, that is, the generation I 
would be associated with on account of my age. This generation is called-Generation X. Brought up by 
baby boomer parents, who were seeking their own freedoms and individual growth and healing 
(growing up post World War II), They left us X’ers alone- I remember roaming freely at age 4 and 5 
(railroad story)! We were actually called the latch key generation. The baby boomer generation were 
finding their own individuality as ideological hippies, so it is ironic that this generation in later years 
became the yuppies-by becoming even more independent and self-focused. X’ers became even more 
independent and self-focused than their parents and are described as being distrustful of the major 
institutions and preferring to remain “off the radar” of public life. X’ers, therefore, grew up during the 
second turning, became adults during the third turning and in the fall of our lives (3rd cycle-40-60) we 
are said to be living through the 4th turning (crisis), 

Reflecting on the feeling that we may be witnessing a period of crisis tantamount to that period in 
history at this time during the last century, I had to check when the last major pandemic known as the 
Spanish Flu occurred - between 1918 and 1920. It was followed at the end of that decade by the Great 
Depression. The Wall Street stock market crash of 1929 sparked an international economic depression 
that was felt very heavily even here in Australia. Of course, the very difficult years of the ‘30s culminated 
in the 2nd World War and the worst tragedy our People have ever faced in the Shoah.   

Could it be that there is actually a cycle of history that repeats itself every 80-100 years and that it 
happens in 4 distinct stages or seasons, a cycle that is traceable 100s of years into the past? Neil Howe 
and William Strauss’s theory is just that and this turning, or time of crisis that began in 2008 with the 
financial crisis and will last until 2030, only seven more years to go. Their analysis goes back to the 
1500’s identifying these 4 cycles repeating themselves over and over again if you care to read the book.  

This analysis enabled them to predict the “fourth turning”.  We have seen another pandemic 100 years 
later. We have experienced pandemic and the ravage of war, especially in the Ukraine.  During a period, 
such as this, society becomes very divided.  There is an inability to deal with any longer-term issue. 
Everyone is dealing with the immediate protection of their belief, their tribe. BUT [pause] while Fourth 
Turnings are destructive, they also bring the solutions to the roots of the crisis. 

Only time will tell, and each major crisis is different. The financial instability we are now experiencing, 
the inflation and the way governments such as the US have record debts to foreign governments that 
are simply unsustainable. In 2021 the gross debt of Australia was about 834 billion dollars, and it is 
projected to climb to close to a trillion dollars! What are the ramifications of this?  What will the next 10 
years bring economically, politically and globally? Only time will tell.  

If we are living in the winter of history; What happens in the spring? One thing that we know about crisis 
and destruction is that it is particularly or specifically during a great crisis that the great solutions to our 
worst problems occur. It is interesting that we can never seem to solve these major problems during 
times of peace and prosperity, problems like the environmental crisis. While it would make perfect 
sense that we would make all major revolutions and innovations happen during times of peace and 
prosperity, this is almost never the case. It is a crisis that brings healing and rebuilding. While we would 
never desire to know war and destruction, it is important to realise that rebirth only occurs during a 
period of crisis. Upheaval, like the bushfires that preceded the pandemic, make way for new trees to be 
born, for new life to blossom, unimaginable innovations and restructuring that brings new stability to 
our society. Times of crisis are when all of the problems are solved, and new institutions replace the old. 
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In America, for example, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt did more to build US institutions during 
the great depression than has been done since.  

We may be living during a darker period, a period of crisis, a time when everything seems upside down 
and little seems certain or stable, but this also means we are heading to the High–winter is always 
followed by spring and summer—the healing, the rebuilding, renewed unity, hope and stability 
hopefully coming soon. 

The year, our lives, our history are not linear, they move in cycles. By recognising this, we can anticipate, 
plan and have faith that even in the darkest of times, faith, hope and love will shine a light towards the 
redemption of humanity. 

What should we focus on in a time of crisis? Focus on your family, your community, strengthen those 
bonds for they are the foundation of the security directly around us.  

I would like to conclude with the words of Prime Minister “Honest” Joe Lyons, who continues to inspire 
us today; 

“But I believe that the Australian people by their determination to face facts, by their refusal to take the 
easy road, by their sacrifices have won a position which is the envy of the world. 

We have done much but every day new problems face us, and the coming year will bring new anxieties, 
new tangles of the threads of economic life which have to be unravelled. It will bring problems which 
will tax all the ingenuity and patience of Australia’s leaders. And to the people I say, have faith in your 
leaders and by your confidence in them inspire them to do great things for your country. With the 
people behind them they can achieve much. Let the people then show to the world that Australia, as a 
nation, faces unitedly the issues ahead. 

I trust that God will shower upon the people individually all his choicest blessings and that true 
happiness will be the lot of each. 

For those who have known sorrow in the past year I pray that there will be better times ahead. For 
those who have been more fortunate I pray that there will be a continuance of good fortune.  

…happy new year to you all. Shana Tova! (The last two words were from me) 


