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“I came to work for God, FDR and the millions of
forgotten, plain, common working men.”

INTRODUCTION

In this essay, Michelle Kew has illumined the central place of religious faith in Frances
Perkins’ consequential role in designing and advancing the essential domestic policies of
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. We learn that Miss Perkins (her preferred designation) did
not emphasize her Episcopalian faith in public but that in private she relied on the consolation
and structured devotion of her religion to help carry the heavy burdens of her public and private

near Washington symbolizes the importance of her religious beliefs and practices to her national

she “came to work for God, FDR and the millions of forgotten, plain, common working men,” to
which we surely can add women and children.1

interpretations of Perkins’ life and career, this essay will introduce Frances Perkins to those who
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Frances Perkins had a clear vision
of her priorities—what God wanted came
Roosevelt, she developed programs that

championing the rights of working people,
the poor, children, and the disadvantaged,

poor, she told them, “that it was what
2

rights of hard-working men and women
and their children at the local, state, and

3

where her middle class
formed to improve conditions for workers,

This offered their

3

Perkins
college in 1902 as
the president of

impoverished immigrants and the working
I had to do something about
unnecessary hazards to life,
unnecessary poverty. It was sort
of up to me…One thing seemed
perfectly clear. Our Lord had
directed all who were following
in his path to visit the widows,
the orphans, the fatherless, the
the circumstances of the life of
the people of my generation was
my business, and I ought to do
something about it. 6

4

determined to go into social work, moving

7

academies in New England, then took a

to their philanthropic motive, she was
and discipline she saw in the Episcopal

to teaching, she spent her free time

occasions herself, Perkins liked how the
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the Philadelphia Research and Protective
stronger after Perkins witnessed the 1911

when looking for work, were often

10

9

heart as a never-

conditions that
11

event, Perkins worked with a committee

5

themselves a modern

with ice in winter, and often ending twelve
12

the administration
eliminating workplace dangers, Perkins

private life and on her passport she took

President Theodore Roosevelt, whom

13

conditions, she helped pass laws that

working to protect women and children

later claiming not to have recalled

Frances wanted romantic love, marriage,

14

6

parents were dead, as was her own father,

19

to improve conditions for the poor and

20

government to effect change, she
21

17

offer to take over leadership of the

7

in NY politics, and viewed past events
22
This shared

right, the words tended to have the same
23

24

Perkins to come and work with him in

a great privilege and honor the position
program passed in New York was an
Roosevelt wondered if these programs
that if companies had government
contracts, then the government had the
right to set standards for the conditions

8

standing Protestant emphasis on personal
30

children who had lost their parents were
27

31

32
29

The programs Perkins advocated—

taking care of the poor, children, widows,

9

33

food and attending services several times

37

The Roosevelt I Knew, Perkins
34

39

Religion was taken for granted as
visiting a convent of an Episcopal order of

which Perkins spent most of her time in
convent and wore a special white cap
Perkins, it was also an important factor

10

longshoreman strike that Perkins was
said the reason to give him the shoes was

41

Perkins leaned on her faith to

and make the right decision and take the
42

43

kept inspirational notes she had written
movements that aided the disadvantaged
Remember…we are only day
laborers in the vineyard of the
Lord—we are not the architect—
the planner—God is that. We are
to do our daily stint faithfully and
then leave it to the architect God—
Lay our course of bricks and not to
question or worry about the total
structure—that is God’s business.
Also Remember that Christ did his
greatest work of redemption when

40

11

he hung helpless on the CROSS. 44

motivations than the generation that came

Perkins once said to an interviewer,

lives Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt
to offend or alienate people who did not

47

This
49

12

that she did not mean that leaders “take the

This response shows

The Roosevelt I Knew, which was a great

and other men, she maintained, and that
with her, with hired attendants to assist

This
for most of his life, his death was a sad

Thank you so much for your kind
and sympathetic words about
Paul’s death. These things are truly
past man’s understanding, but it
is and always has been a comfort
to me to know that in the midst
of all the troubles he has had, he
had remained a true believer. He
died in the faith of the Church,
received the Last Sacraments and

That statement was more

13

regards Frances Perkins for her good

was buried with all the warmth
and hope with which the church
surrounds us at the time of our
greatest transition…57

a position as a visiting professor in their

continues to create, who supplies
and sustains abundance, abundant
nature and grace and glory. This
basic and essential theology

ever invited to
in residence

produces a politics of generosity,
not a politics of righteousness.
Instead of enforcing social
discipline, it emphasizes social
provision. This is the authentic
message of the Scriptures and the
Christian tradition. This is what
Frances Perkins embraced as
an Episcopalian and an AngloCatholic. Through her efforts
as public servant and prophetic
witness, this foundational theology
and its politics of generosity came

academic

close friends

th

good on millions and millions of
lives and continues to do so. 61

this spirit, he said, “emerged her sense of

14

had no idea when or with whom it had
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