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“Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock.” While the holiday season is billed as one of festive joy, it 

can also become a pressure cooker of to-dos and tasks.  Message all around us build 

pressure on us to plan, to prepare, to SHOP!  Are you ready?!? 

 

Even if the holiday season is not particularly unsettling to you, I suspect that we all have 

felt that sense of pressure, of deadline, of having to negotiate competing demands for how 

to manage your day, your week, your life.  

 

In my own efforts to manage time and to-dos, I attended a workshop for ministers about 

time management a number of years ago. The presenter, Pam Kristan, introduced us to the 

idea of a four-category system to think about our time and our life.i There was of course the 

infamous distinction between “important” tasks and the “urgent” ones. But she also 

included categories of “beneficial” and “attractive.” Beneficial tasks are those that have 

positive impact on others. I think of pastoral care calls in this category as well as sending 

my mom a birthday card. Attractive tasks, explained Kristan, are those things that you 

simply want to do—go for a walk, hang out with a friend, finish a project.  Kristan had us 

write out all kinds of tasks on our to-do lists, place them in the four categories, and then 

prioritize them in each category.  She then told us that we needed to act first on the highest 

prioritized item in each of the categories. 

 

I remember being shocked by this. Shouldn’t I focus first on all the urgent items? Or the 

important ones? Certainly, the beneficial list should be before the list of attractive stuff that, 

well, sure I’d love to do if there were ever time, but what’s the big deal about things that I 

simply want to do?!? 

 

An answer to this question can be found in the research of Dr. Nicole Mead. Mead’s team 

measured the impact of enjoying simple pleasures on meeting one’s goals.  Describing their 

findings, Mead writes: 

 

On days when people experienced very few simple pleasures, the minor irritations 

that characterize everyday life ate away at their goal progress. In contrast, on days 

when people experienced a high number of simple pleasures, they stuck to their 

goals, progressing on the tasks they had set out for themselves during that morning. 

  

http://www.pamelakristan.com/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-happy-consumer/201612/theres-nothing-simple-about-simple-pleasures
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In short, simple pleasures acted as a kind of “buffer” against the inevitable annoyances of 

life and helped people keep on track. They instill elements of pleasure into our day that 

sustain our spirits for the tasks at hand.  

 

But what is a “simple pleasure”?  Mead’s team defines them as “experiences that are brief, 

positive, emerge in everyday settings, and are accessible to most people at little or no cost.” 

Simple pleasures are neither complicated nor costly. They are everyday experiences like a 

hot cup of coffee (or tea!) in your favorite mug or the enthusiastic greeting from a beloved 

pet.  It is the simple pleasure of driving to McDonald’s for a chocolate shake during the 

pandemic—a true story! When I heard this story, the person reveled in 1) leaving the 

house, 2) enjoying the backroad route of forest and fields, 3) a bit of safe, social interaction 

in the drive through, and 4) the sweet, cold tastiness of the shake. Listening to this, I hear 

multiple simple pleasures rolled into one outing! 

 

But maybe you’re thinking either I don’t drive or I’m not a fan of McDonald’s shakes. That’s 

fine! Simple pleasures do not need to be universal. They are in fact often personal. What 

each of us finds desirable and attractive may differ. So, if bubble baths, long walks, or other 

tropes of “simple pleasures” are not your thing…don’t worry about it. What’s more 

important is figuring out your simple pleasure. What is on your list of “attractive” things to 

do? Identifying and incorporating simple pleasures into your daily life may just make your 

life more pleasurable and, according to Mead, more productive. 

 

And yet, while Mead extols the research on the positive impact of simple pleasures on 

achieving our goals, literary critic Arielle Zibrak questions whether “productivity” is a good 

measure. Zibrak cautions, “I think the pervasive demand that people—especially female 

people—be productive and positive produces the majority of the guilt and shame we 

experience.” Instead of focusing on the goal of productivity and our negative feelings of 

falling short of that goal, Zibrak wants to make space for doing things for their own sake.  

 

Take a bath because the point of a bath is the bath. I find that enormously edifying. 

With [philosopher Immanuel] Kant, I urge us to act as if our bath pleasure is not a 

means to an end but rather an end in itself. 

 

Perhaps we might pursue pleasures not only because they may make us more productive, 

but because they simply bring us pleasure. Pleasure is the end. 

 

Wait, could it be that pleasure has merit in itself? I was definitely raised to be suspicious of 

such thinking! I mean isn’t the pursuit of pleasure hedonism?! And, well, that’s not good, 

right?! Ok, ok. Let’s pause. How did we get from enjoying a cup of coffee or a McDonald’s 

shake all the way to hedonism? Maybe the better question to ask is what is the role of 

https://lithub.com/the-concept-of-the-guilty-pleasure-privileges-productivity-above-all-else/
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pleasure in our lives? Might pleasure have a role in our lives without necessarily being the 

point of life (as a hedonist might argue)?  

 

One way into this question is Zibrak’s exploration of guilty pleasures. Let me first say that I 

do not think of guilty pleasures and simple pleasures as interchangeable. Some simple 

pleasures may be guilty pleasures, which is to say pleasures for which one may feel some 

guilt—perhaps like keeping a hidden stash of Hershey’s chocolate kisses to snack on at will. 

Such an act may be a brief, everyday, low-cost pleasure that counts as ‘simple’, but it may 

also be ‘guilty’ because of the sugar or because the chocolate is commercial and not 

gourmet or fair-trade. Zibrak suggests that guilty pleasures such as reading commercial 

books rather than critical literature reveal something about our shared culture. For 

example, Zibrak suggests that many of the “unproductive” or “mindless” texts associated 

with “guilty pleasure” reading reveal the femme side of our collective cultural unconscious. 

Which I understand to mean that “guilty pleasure” reading is really about engaging in what 

the dominant culture deems as “lesser” or “not good enough.”  

 

My own “guilty pleasure” reading is the Outlander series by Diana Gabaldon. Although the 

first book in the series was published in 1991, I first encountered the book in spring 2012. 

Racing to finish my dissertation, my eyes burned at day’s end after hours reading screens 

and books. To relax I chose this “mindless” audio book to listen to each night. That first 

book was over 32 hours. Over the next eighteen months, I listened to all eight mammoth 

books and am eagerly anticipating listening to book 9 that was released last week.  In other 

words, I have invested heavily in this “guilty pleasure” of “mindless” books that will likely 

never productively contribute to a sermon (beyond this illustration!). Nonetheless, I find 

enormous pleasure in listening to them and note that perhaps not incidentally they center 

on a spirited woman’s experience of life. 

 

But is the pleasure of reading a mindless book always a good thing? What if the book is also 

racist, sexist, and/or homophobic? Is it worth the pleasure?  These are the kind of 

questions author Sophie Lotova asks in an online essay entitled, “How Do You Know That 

Pleasure Is Good And Pain Is Bad?” For example, could the pain of natural childbirth be 

“good”? Or might the pleasure of a work promotion earned by presenting the work of a shy 

colleague as your own be “bad.” Lotova muses,  

 

“We don’t live in a binary world. Few things are black and white. There are so many 

nuances in our daily lives that it’s not so easy to draw the line and label something as 

categorically good or bad. It is not so easy to categorize an experience or a sensation 

as pleasurable or painful.” 

 

https://medium.com/@sofiayotova/how-do-you-know-that-pleasure-is-good-and-pain-is-bad-c76b8987c362
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Maybe sometimes our experience of pleasure is complicated by the larger context. Perhaps 

the simple pleasure of those Hershey Kisses is made complex by diabetes or another 

significant health concern. Or maybe the simple pleasure of that backroad drive is 

complicated by a suspended license.  

 

And maybe sometimes a simple pleasure is just that: pleasure. 

 

The internet widely cites Oscar Wilde for saying, “Simple pleasures are the last healthy 

refuge in a complex world.”  Goodreads has a different version of Wilde’s quote which 

reads, “I adore simple pleasures. They are the last refuge of the complex.” In this version, I 

am struck that it reads “the last refuge OF the complex” rather than “FROM the complex.”  

This seems more apt. We never in fact leave the complex world but remain a part of it. And 

while sometimes the larger context of our “simple pleasures” may introduce more 

complicated ethical questions, perhaps simple pleasure can also provide refuge and respite 

within the complex world we live in. 

 

It is a complex world with challenges that may or may never be adequately addressed in 

our lifetime. Within this context, most of us strive to live well, live meaningfully, live 

ethically even if it is often complicated. And, while living may mean tackling to-do lists and 

being productive, perhaps we might also embrace how part of this experience of living is 

experiencing pleasure—a capacity woven into our marvelous complexity of who we are as 

human beings. Perhaps within the complex context of our lives, we might find refuge, 

respite, and renewal in simple and even guilty pleasures. Perhaps such places of refuge 

remind us that pleasure is part of life and that sometimes pleasure can simply be a good in 

itself. 

 

So let us sip good coffee, drive for a milkshake, pick up a novel. Let us enjoy a sunset, a kiss, 

the bracing cold of winter air. Let us discover again and again the wonder of living and 

perhaps in those moments renew our capacity for living…in a beautiful, pleasurable, 

complex world.  

 

So may it be. Amen. 
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i I am presenting my understanding of Pam Kristan’s workshop from memory. Any errors in presentation of 
information I claim as my own lack of understanding or recollection.  

                                                        


