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Today, you will learn:

 The value of a good thesis statement

 Methods for crafting your ideas into the form of 

an argument 

 Approaches for improving your main argument



Why focus on thesis statements?

 The thesis is your paper in miniature.

 It leads your reader along your argument.
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Why focus on thesis statements?

 The thesis is your paper in miniature.

 It clarifies your thinking.
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Why focus on thesis statements?

 Let’s be pragmatic:

 If you can write a solid thesis statement, you can 

write a B/B+ paper.  

 (A/A- papers build on a solid thesis with 

nuance/depth/insight/analysis)

 A thesis statement is the cornerstone of every 

great paper.

 Let me add: a thesis is a key to your education 

here.



Undoing Common Misconceptions 

about Thesis Statements

 Thesis statements are not mysterious.  They 

develop from a skill anyone can learn—like 

cooking, playing the fiddle, or knitting

 Thesis statements usually suffer from one or both 

of two related problems.  Either

 It’s not an argument, or

 It’s not supported by the evidence



What is a thesis statement?

 A thesis statement is a brief statement of your 

main argument, including some combination of 

your evidence, organization, and conclusion.



What do they look like?

 They can look many different ways, but we’re 

going to look at a basic form.

 Remember:

 Argument, plus some combination of evidence, 

organization, and/or conclusion

 Just because it looks like a thesis statement 

doesn’t mean it has a good argument—we’ll 
get to that in a minute.

 Master the form—then improve the argument.



What do they look like?

 Because of X, Y, and Z, ABC is true, which means we 

should LMNOP.



What do they look like?

 Because of

 Evidence X

 Evidence Y, and

 Evidence Z,

 ABC must be true, 

 which means that 

 we should LMNOP.

Evidence!

Argument!

Conclusion!



What do they look like?

 It might be re-arranged:

 ABC must be true, as we can see in X, Y, and Z.

 ABC must be true, and so we should LMNOP.

 We should LMNOP because ABC is true, as we 

can see in X, Y, and Z.



What do they look like?
 Because of X, Y, and Z, ABC is true, which means we 

should LMNOP.

 E.g. Because of the color, tangy taste, and creamy 

sweetness, chicken tikka masala is the best Indian 

food, which means we should eat it right now.

 Because of the meaning of the Hebrew word hesed in 

describing Ruth, hesed’s other primary uses as a 

description of God’s character, and Ruth’s bold 

actions in the night, the story of Ruth shows us that 

Ruth is like God and God is like Ruth, which means 

hesed is an attitude we should take toward each 

other.
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What do they look like?
 Because of X, Y, and Z, ABC is true, which means we 

should LMNOP.

 E.g. Because of Paul Tillich’s careful description of the 

demonic in history, in connection with his 

development of the Protestant principle, we can see 

that Tillich’s arguments oppose any community that 

believes its methods are the only way of salvation, 

which means we should structure churches without 

idolatry in this Tillichian sense.

 Because Jesus ate with sinners, we should too, which 

means communion should be open to the 

unbaptized.
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What is an argument?

 An argument is “A means of persuasion that people use 

when addressing an audience that may or may not 

accept their claims at face value.”  

 (This quote, like many of the suggestions in these slides, comes 

from Writing Theology Well: A Rhetoric for Theological and 

Biblical Writers by Lucretia B. Yaghjian)



Writing a good argument

 Find the right claim, one that people may or 

may not accept.

 Claims can be:

 Merely factual--everyone would agree

 Jesus is really important!

Christians were burned by the Romans as heretics, and in 

time, Christians eventually burned the people they labeled 
heretics.

 So: a good claim builds from evidence but might 

invite disagreement.



Writing a good argument

 Claims can be:

 Too big or too hard to prove, particularly in your page 

limit

 The Episcopal Church is the best.  Period.

All the problems in the world begin with violence.

 The most important parable is that of the Good Samaritan.

 So: a good claim is like Goldilocks’s preferred 
chair—not too big, not too small.



Writing a good argument

 Find the right claim in your evidence.  

 Look through your evidence—what do you think 
is true?  

 Then, write it down!

 Then, read your writing and ask:

 Does the evidence support this?

 Would anyone disagree?

 Can you show it in your page restrictions?

 Edit, adapt, finesse the statement

 Repeat!



Writing a good argument

 Order of discovery, vs. Order of writing

 Order of discovery—thinking inductively

 Explore the evidence—what do you see? What might 

that mean?

 Order of writing—thinking deductively

 Put what you learned first—the thesis—and then show 

the evidence



Writing a good argument

 Develop your paper around your thesis

 Your introduction introduces your thesis!  Use it to put 

main concepts on the table, or narrow the relevant 

field to your topic

 Your body paragraphs are where you show your 

evidence—show your reader what you discovered, 

and now you are arguing

 Your conclusion restates your thesis before talking 

about relevant implications



Practice

 Write a thesis statement about your lunch today.

 Write a thesis statement about the last book you 

read.



Stepping back: 

Two kinds of statements about all your writing 

at Candler

 Thesis Statements

 “The Argument”

 Given the evidence, what is true?

 Purpose Statements

 “The Rhetoric”

 What should the reader do with this truth?



Thesis vs. Purpose Statements

 They intertwine but are not the same.

 Example:

 Thesis: Jacob and Esau’s story reveals the perils of 

fraternal competition and the ambiguity of 

reconciliation.

 Purpose: People should read Jacob and Esau closely 

in order to see how difficult reconciliation can be.



Thesis vs. Purpose Statements

 Every good academic paper has a thesis 

statement (usually at the end of the 

introduction, before the evidence).

 Every good paper assumes a purpose statement 

(it’s usually not explicitly in the paper, but it 

steers the tone, style, introduction, and 

conclusion).



Thesis vs. Purpose Statements

 Mixing them up leads to poor thesis statements.

 Example:

 Poor thesis: Everyone should read Jacob and Esau 

because it’s about reconciliation.

 Recap:

 A good thesis shows something that is true.

 A good purpose statement tells us what to do with it.



Writing a Good Thesis Statement

 Good writing happens in the re-writing

 Develop your thesis over time, particularly as you 

develop your evidence

 Build on what you already have



Writing a Good Thesis Statement

 Get a second opinion

 From a friend

 From the Writing Center—RARB 311

 Get that second opinion 72 hours (or more!) before 

the paper is due!
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