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     	 Coming to America:Abraham Joshua Heschel, 1940-1941
 
	 Edward K. Kaplan (bio)
 

 
 
 
    I grew up in an awareness that Jews are running away from Judaism and religion. This was true in Poland, where I was born; in Germany, where I studied; and in America, where I found refuge in 1940. In those years spiritual problems were considered irrelevant, but during the last seven or eight years I have been surprised by an extraordinary change.
 (Heschel, "Teaching Religion to American Jews," 1956)
 
 Abraham Joshua Heschel arrived in the United States eight months after war was declared in Europe. He was one of a group of eight refugee professors known as the College in Exile who were brought to Hebrew Union College (HUC) in Cincinnati by Julian Morgenstern, president of Hebrew Union College (HUC), as part of an initiative to rescue European Jewish scholars. Hebrew Union was a Reform institution dedicated to modernizing Judaism; as proclaimed in the school's catalog of 1940-1941, "a real and positive American Judaism" had to "adapt itself to the life which its children must live as loyal citizens of this American nation and participants in and eager contributors to evolving American culture."
 Heschel would have preferred to work at the Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS, in those days called simply the Seminary), a Conservative rabbinical school in New York City; but at the time the school refused or discouraged applicants from his institution, the Berlin Hochschule für die Wissenschaft des Judentums (Academy of scientific historical Jewish scholarship), a Liberal Jewish school—despite efforts by the Hochschule's distinguished professors Leo Baeck and Ismar Elbogen, who considered Conservative Judaism more compatible with European Liberal practice and thought than American Reform. As late as April, 1938, JTS provost Louis Finkelstein wrote to Elbogen that German rabbinical candidates could not meet the Seminary's high standards.
 Compounding the difficulties facing the European refugees in the late 1930s was the fact that immigrant visas to the United States were almost impossible to obtain. Morgenstern tirelessly appealed to the State Department on behalf of the refugee professors. [End Page 129] To A. M. Warren, chief of the Visa Division, the HUC president stressed the utility of modern Judaism, justifying its study as "a modern, liberal, and progressive religion." Even Heschel, the least seasoned of his group, was touted as a "very promising young scholar in the field of Bible and Jewish philosophy [that is, medieval studies], who had been teaching as successor to Professor Martin Buber at the Jüdisches Lehrhaus in Frankfurt." The visas were finally granted, and Heschel and his fellow refugees began arriving at HUC in 1939-1940.
 Cincinnati in the 1940s was a typical American city with a large Jewish population dating to before the Civil War. The majority of these Jews were of German origin, and they had established the Reform movement in North America, whose academic center was HUC, founded in 1875 by Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise.
 While at HUC, Heschel lived in the Americanized, predominantly German Jewish Clifton neighborhood, but he preserved his emotional and spiritual health among the traditional Jews of the Avondale area, known as the Gilded Ghetto. This community of about twenty thousand fostered Jewish culture through religious schools for children from Orthodox and Conservative congregations (which did not have Sunday schools, as their Reform counterparts did), Zionist groups, meetings for Hebrew speakers, and theater activities. With these varied resources, Heschel began to forge a new life and a new, American, identity.
 
  II
  But Einstein, the greatest physicist of our century, is neither a magician nor a founder of a religion . . . . Convinced "of the living order of all natural events," Einstein has dismissed the good Lord from His dwelling place in the universe.
 (Heschel, "Answer to Einstein" 1940).
 
 On March 21, 1940, Abraham Heszel (as his Polish passport read) stepped off the Cunard White Star liner Lancastria onto the dock at New York City. The New York Times reported evasively that among the ship's 480 passengers about 360 were "German refugees." In reality, they were Jews fleeing Hitler. The twelve-day voyage had been rough, marked by the terrors of war and storms that battered the vessel, shattering several...
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