HOW SHOULD WE
EVALUATE PRESIDENTS?

15 Minutes of Freedom by Aaron Ferguson

Americans are often guilty of elevating Presidents based on
party, popularity, or performance while ignoring principles.

Presidential Measuring Stick

As a teacher of American History and Government, I am
often asked this question, “Who ate the best and/or worst
presidents in our history?” My immediate response is to
ask, “What do you mean by best or worst?” In other
words, I want the student to define his or her criteria for a
good or bad president.

For example, the student might say, “Well, who was the
most popular president?” Or “Who was the greatest
communicator?” Or “Which one made decisions that most
hurt the nation?” Thus, the student’s criteria direct or

determine my answers.

If we were to stand in a mall and ask shoppers, “Who are
the best and worst presidents,” we would get a different
list every time. Why? The answers to the question are
based on each person’s biases, perspectives, and
preferences. The question is open-ended. Therefore, the
answers will be subjective, or different for each individual.

1 did a quick search on the Internet asking, “Who are the
best and worst presidents?” The first site to pop up was
CBS News.! Its worst presidents were Andrew Johnson
(1865-1869), James Buchanan (1857-1861), and Donald
Trump (2017-2021). Why were these presidents rated so
poortly? Johnson “clashed with Republicans and was the
first president to be impeached.” Buchanan “exhibited
poor crisis leadership,” and Trump was impeached twice.

According to CBS News, the three best presidents were
Franklin Roosevelt (1933-1945), Abraham Lincoln (1860-
1865), and George Washington (1789-1897). Why

wete these Presidents rated so highly? Roosevelt was GOOD

“very popular, fought for economic justice (a
buzzword for socialism), and he was clected
to four terms.” Lincoln exhibited “great
crisis leadership” during the Civil War,
and Washington acted with “high
moral authority.”
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Of the dozen or so websites I searched, the lists of the top
five best and worst presidents were essentially the same.
Most of them were based on a poll taken by C-SPAN or
an extensive survey conducted by Siena College Research
Institute (SCRI). Basically, both polls surveyed well-known
historians, then averaged their presidential rankings, and
published the outcome. Most news sources will reference
one or both of these polls in their reporting.

What I found most interesting is that only two of these
websites published the criteria for their rankings. SilLive is
a local news source out of Staten Island, New York. Its
polls are based on ten categories.?

Public Persuasion

Crisis Leadership

Hconomic Management

Moral Authority

International Relations

Administrative Skills

Relationship with Congress

Vision or Setting an Agenda

. Pursued Equal Justice for All

10. Performance Within the Context of Times
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While I appreciate Silive’s attempt to objectivize the
question of who the best and/or worst presidents are,
these categories are still inadequate. For example, public
persuasion (1) really boils down to personality, popularity,
and/or communication. But couldn’t public persuasion be

used to lead a nation in the wrong direction?

What about a president’s relationship with Congress (7)?
That is very difficult in the age of vastly divided political
parties. Can a president of one party have a good working
relationship with a Congtress controlled by another party?
Probably not without compromising party platforms.

What about being a visionary or setting an agenda (8)? If a

president is a great visionary but sets an agenda that leads

America down the path towards socialism, should we
consider that to be a great president?

Of these ten categories, nine of them relate to a
skill set — communication, leadership,
management, administration, and so on.
While these skills are valuable tools for
any president, there are more important
criteria necessary for success

BEST in this office.
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SCRI’s survey was even more extensive than that of
SiLive. It is based on twenty categories (listed in green
above). 3 Again, while I appreciate Siena’s attempt to
objectivize this question of who the best and/or worst
presidents are, these categories are not much better than
the first. Most of them relate to party, popularity,
personality, or performance. But there are more important

criteria necessaty for success in the executive office.

So then, what standard(s) should we use to measure a
president? The answer might be simpler than you think.
Rather than use ten or twenty categories, let’s consider
five. Here are five essentials a candidate must possess to be
considered a good, or great, president.

Essential 1 — Keep Your Oath

Before assuming the duties of the executive, a president-
elect must take an oath, which typically occurs on
Inauguration Day. The oath is written in Article II, Section
8 of the Constitution. It says, “Before he enter on the
execution of his office, he shall take the following oath or
affirmation — ‘I do solemnly swear (or affirm) that I will
faithfully execute the office of President of the United
States, and will to the best of my ability, preserve, protect,
and defend the Constitution of the United States.”

Since presidents swear an oath to preserve, protect, and
defend the Constitution, the first criterion of any president
(good or bad) should be this — did he keep his oath?* Did
the president respect, obey, and protect the Constitution,
or did he disrespect, disobey, and/or neglect it?>

And, amazingly, you can read through piles of
college textbooks and historical surveys of the presidency
without encountering a single mention of the president’s
relationship with the Constitution.”® The Constitution is

simply absent in most, if not all, presidential evaluations.

Incidentally, how does Hayward grade President Franklin
Roosevelt? Remember, FDR was number one on CBS
News’ list, and he usually ranks in the top three of most
other lists. Hayward’s constitutional grade for FDR is an F.

To summarize Roosevelt’s Great Depression policies,
Hayward says, “FDR did more than any other president to
undermine the Constitution.” But in today’s warped
America, where socialism and fascism are good ideas, FDR
is hailed as a hero among the liberal media and academic
elites. But FDR neglected to check the first box. He failed
the first essential — he didn’t keep his oath to “preserve,
protect, and defend the Constitution.”

Essential 2 — Rule in the Fear of God

During the exodus, Moses’ father-in-law, Jethro gave him
wise counsel, to organize judges over the people of Israel.
He said, “You must select out of the people able men who
fear God, men of truth, those who hate dishonest gain”
(Exodus 18:27). A good ruler (or President) will rule in the
fear of God.

Since civil government was instituted by God (which
includes Presidents), then we must evaluate them based on
His expectations. In other words, did these presidents stay



within the biblical boundaries of a ruler, related to

morality, character, justice, values, and responsibilities?

Since God is the origin of authority, then all earthly
authority comes from Him (Romans 13:1). He delegates
some of His authority to governors, kings, councils,
congresses, sheriffs, and judges. Therefore, they are
accountable to God for how they use His authority.

In other words, they are not free to use God’s authority as
they please. Instead, they must stay within the boundaries
He has established. But what does that mean exactly?

Samuel Willard (pictured below) was a Puritan Pastor in
Massachusetts and a President of Harvard University. In
May 1694, he preached a sermon entitled, “Character of a
Good Ruler.”1 His key passage was 2 Samuel 23:3, and his
thesis, “He that ruleth over men must be just, ruling in the
tear of God.” Then, Willard expounded on what it means

to rule in the fear of God. Here is a summary.

1. He is one who acknowledges God to be his sovereign
and carries in his heart an awful reverence of Him. He
owes that his commission is from Him and expects to
be called to give an account of his managing of it. This
makes him study all things that please God and to be
afraid of doing anything that provokes Him.

2. Heis a student of the Law of God, making it the rule
by which he resolves all that he does in His place.

3. He must have a moral honesty in him, loving
righteousness and hating iniquity.

4. He must be acquainted with the rules of
righteousness. He must know what is just.

5. He must respect the cause and not the
person in all his administrations.
If his affections over-sway his
judgment at any time, they will
be a crooked bias that will turn

him out of the way.

6. He must be one whom
neither flattery, nor bribery,
may be able to remove out of
his way.

7. He must be one who prefers the
public benefit above all private interests.

8. If he hath anything to do in the making of laws, he will
consult a good conscience and what may be pleasing
to God and will be far from making mischief by the
law. If he executes any laws, he will not dare to give a
judgment that crosses the command of God.

9. 'The fear of God will make a ruler not to think himself
lawless. He is to exemplify obedience.

10. He will always stand in the way of all ungodliness and
unrighteousness and promote piety and honesty.

What an excellent summary of a ruler who governs in the
fear of God! These guidelines will ensure that his
character, counsel, responsibilities, and decisions honor
the One who vested him with authority (Romans 13:4, 6).

Essential 3 — Fulfill the Will of the People

In his Gettysburg Address in 1863, President Abraham
Lincoln reminded Americans that our constitutional
republic is a government “of the people, by the people,
and for the people.” The Constitution also reminds us of
this truth. It begins with the words “We the People.” Why?
It was the people who “ordained and established the
Constitution for the United States” in 1789.

Therefore, the people are the highest authority in our
republic. Presidents are elected by the people (though
indirectly) to perform their will. It should be his purpose
to work for the good of the people, or what the Founders
called the “general welfare.”

In other words, a good president is not in
Washington to accomplish his own selfish
agenda, but rather he is elected to accomplish
those things for which he was elected to do.
He is to pass and enforce good laws (those
that align with the first two essentials) and
prevent the passing of bad ones.

A good president will not simply
cater to his own political party or
platform, but he will commit to

achieving those things which he

promised to the American

people. Someone who ignores the
people, in order to accomplish what

he wants, is not a good president.



Now, the caveat here, of course, is that the will of the
people may steer towards unconstitutional measures or call
for socialist solutions. In other words, the people can be
wrong, but if the president adheres to the Constitution
(first essential) and governs in the fear of God (second
essential), then in the end, he will have done what’s right.

Essential 4 — Honor Our Foundation
The first five or six presidents established important
guidelines for the success of the republic. But how well did

subsequent presidents follow their examples and warnings?

America is more than just a land to manage or a people to
govern. America is set of ideas to steward, ideas that are
unique to our country. To be an American president is to

embrace, promote, and protect those ideas.

But what are they, and where can they be found? They are
found in five documents — the Declaration of
Independence, the U.S. Constitution, the Bill of Rights,
George Washington’s Farewell Address, and the Monroe
Doctrine. Of these documents, the principles are most
concisely summarized in our nation’s birth certificate —
the Declaration of Independence. We find them in the first
182 words of the Declaration.

As Americans, we believe that all individuals are created by
God, in His image. As His image-bearers, we are equals in
His eyes, and we should be treated equally before the law.

We believe that God endowed all individuals with the
unalienable rights to life, liberty, and property (among
others), as well as the right to defend them. Every person
has value and purpose, and every person’s rights are to be
respected and protected.

We believe that the role of civil government is to protect
our rights and liberties, not to violate or neglect
them. Government was made for man, not
man for government. Government
should be by consent, as the people
wield the highest authority. Our
rulers are servants of the people, not
their masters.

Though we believe civil government is necessary,
it must be limited. It must have enough power
to protect us, but not enough power to
control us.

We believe that the Laws of Nature were set by the God

of nature, and our laws should complement His laws, not
contradict them. He makes the rules, not us. His laws are
moral, eternal, and universal (apply to everyone), thereby
producing stability and true justice for everyone.

If a president does not adhere to founding documents,
founding principles, and/or founding values, how can he
be considered good, much less great?

Essential 5 — Put America First

The last essential for a president probably goes without
saying because it is so obvious — he must make America’s
wellbeing his top priority. If any of his policies, actions, or
decisions hurt our country, or favor other countries, then
he is in dereliction of duty.

Presidents often want to lead the world, or to be a help to
other nations, but they do it at the peril of our people. The
best step a president can take to lead the world or help
other nations is to make America the best country it can
be.!' World leadership and foreign assistance will be
natural results of a strong, healthy country. But if America
suffers, it cannot lead or help the world.

The Best and Worst

So then, back to the original question. Who are the best or
worst presidents? It’s a good question, but we must first
establish some criteria, or a rubric, with which to evaluate
them. These five essentials are a good place to start.

Most Americans judge presidents based on performance,
popularity, or party, or by what they can do for or give to
them. It is unusual for Americans to consider a president’s
adherence to founding principles or fear of God. But
rulers who ignore these essentials will not only be
hazardous to the health of our country, but they will also
be a threat to the rights and liberties of individuals.

If we were to judge presidents based on
these five essentials, most of them
would receive a poor, if not failing,
grade. Very few presidents in our
nation’s history have successfully
checked these boxes. Is that a
reflection on them or us? We are the
electorate. Therefore, it is imperative that we
know how presidential candidates would
score before they take office, not after.!?
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Franklin Roosevelt is often hailed as the greatest President of the
United States. He won four terms (1933-1945), and he is
credited with guiding Americans through two of our greatest
crises — the Great Depression and World War I1. His warm
fireside radio chats built an image as “the wise old father of the
American people,” and his can-do spirit towards his polio and
paralysis earned him respect (and rightfully so). However, when
evaluated in light of our first essential — keeping his oath —
Roosevelt failed to protect the Constitution. In fact, FDR
downright assaulted it.

In his excellent 1944 booklet entitled, “The Revolution Was,”
journalist Garet Garret evaluated FDR’s presidency with the
Constitution.!> He pointed out Roosevelt’s missteps, even
likening them to a revolution. He wrote, “The first American
Revolution (1765-1789) established the Republic that we have
cherished until 1937. The Second American Revolution took
place during the Great Depression, during the reign of President
Roosevelt, under the guise of the New Deal. This revolution
undermined our Republic from within and wrested control of
the government from the people to centralize it in D.C.”

In 1955, another investigative journalist, John Flynn, reflected on
Roosevelt’s time in office. He titled his book The Decline of the
American Republic, saying, “There is not one sentence in the
Constitution that would authorize the federal government to
socialize anything (which FDR did with the New Deal). There is
no way in which this could be done save by a bold political bully
who despises law, constitutions, and restraints of any sort.”!*

In 1935, in a unanimous decision, the Supreme Court declared
FDR’s activities unconstitutional. That didn’t stop him. He
suggested packing the court with activist judges who would
ignore the Constitution. In the end, his appointments would
reinterpret the Constitution to support his programs.

Finally, in his book Great Myths of the Great Depression, Lawrence
Reed dispels the aura that surrounds the presidency of FDR, as
well as the causes and “solutions” of the Depression.!> The
bottom line — because of his unconstitutional approach, FDR
did not end the Depression; he extended it. His socialist
programs created “a depression within the Depression. Perhaps,
we should rethink where FDR ranks among our national heroes.



