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PRAISE FOR THIS GIFT CARD HAS BEEN REDEEMED


Mischa Willett’s radiant poetry collection moves with the quiet devotions of a life steeped in “praying, reading, fasting, loving, feasting,” where the disciplines of faith open into luminous encounters with the divine. There are echoes of W. S. Merwin in the music of Willett’s nature rhythms, at once contemplative and open to wonder. This collection is alive to Spirit and element alike, simultaneously attentive to the invisible and the tangible realms of human experience. At moments, the poems turn almost painterly, recalling Botticelli’s suspended sea—“still the waves, solid / the sea, Aeolus only winding / to waft the obscuring tresses”—where beauty is both arrested and in motion, veiled yet revealed. Willett offers us daring poems that are intellectually alert yet prayerfully devout, inviting us to inhabit a world where art and devotion, sea and soul, are in perpetual dialogue with one another.

—KAREN AN-HWEI LEE, author of The Beautiful Immunity and Duress

Mischa Willett is a man of many voices. Some poems land with explosive power, their density of praise and music much like that of Gerard Manley Hopkins. Others are as loose and casual as the chat of your next-door neighbor. You, dear reader, are in for a ride. And you won’t regret it.

—PAUL J. WILLIS, author of Orvieto


With his customary wit, wordplay, and wisdom, Mischa Willett attends to the perplexing mixed bag of our days—heartbreak, elation, disappointment, and consolation. In every instance, one hears the deep and grounding ison note of joy.

—SCOTT CAIRNS, author of Against Certainty

Mischa Willett’s newest collection celebrates the exuberance of language and literary wit. From wryly interrogating the quirks of daily life, work, and love, to honoring the styles of a range of other voices, Willett writes in a way that invites us to “feel God’s pleasure” in the poetic imagination.

—TANIA RUNYAN, author of What Will Soon Take Place

The things of this world—traffic jams, being lost after dark in Central Park, crying babies—are grace-infused throughout Mischa Willett’s This Gift Card Has Already Been Redeemed, a book whose title hints at its sly and sometimes Hopkins-esque transfigurations of the mundane into the sacramental. In Willett’s impressive sonic and linguistic pyrotechnics and formal bravura, the world is seen in all its comical and tragic worldliness and simultaneously is already redeemed by the gift of “something huge, opulent, and undeserved”: “It’s faith, when you come to it, that asks of us everything,” Willett writes, “that empties and empties until we are full.” “Blanketed in blamelessness” of grace, he writes “If so,/if this low,/if inmost,/then I am hemmed and all beclothed.”

—BRUCE BEASLEY
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This book is for, and in so many places, about, my family: to my graceful wife Amber, and to Lucca, Sebastian, Cicely, and Matteo, with gratitude and wonder.
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“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.”

—HEBREWS 11:1, KJV
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Foreword


When I read these poems, a small blue flame leaps up in my heart to thaw what has threatened to freeze. I can’t explain why, but I feel more grateful, newly inclined to believe that grace can meet me in the most unexpected places—even in a poem. If the modern landscape feels parched (and it does), if the daily grind feels like a desert march (and it often does), Willett offers water here in a collection of poetry. Not the obvious place you would look for a sacred well. But who else will build such a well? Only the one who believes that every breath is on loan, the one who believes, “It’s faith, just faith, that makes you stand straight / in a city that hunches along its river” (from “After Bells, After Drums”).

Only the poet who writes in the same poem:


It isn’t doubt when suffering seizes the hilltop of your heart

Or when the fireplace of ashes misses the heat that

made it—when in the traffic you simply can’t hear a thing

or the way is unclear—none of that is doubt.

It’s faith, when you come to it, that asks of us everything,

that empties and empties until we are full.



His poetry, in this and other collections, accrues weight line by line. Some poets treat their readers like beasts of burden, strapping heavy existential loads to their backs and lashing them forward with obscurity. These poems carry the burden for us. In Willett, we have a companion. He lifts the chin, saying, “Look. Believe. Live.”


In one of my favorite poems from this book (“Benediction I”), he writes:


When the circle of light from the burning moth

expands enough for you to see

more than you have, and then still more,

may it be the jewelweed you notice,

and not merely the fern: the actual

already electrified and resplendent

world—the riches, the wealth

that lay about, plenteous as fish scales.

May the hazelnut hold your gaze

as you hold it; may you see real faces

even without lifting your pencil;

and finally, writers, as the holy approaches,

may you burst into flame.



I am suddenly standing in sheet lightning, alive—the whole horizon of my life lit up with light, and I am shining, too. Like Jacob in Genesis, I cry out, “This ground is holy, and I did not know it!”


Look! Believe! Live!



Oh, how I long for it. Lord, I believe; help my unbelief.

But I get ahead of myself. If you decided to read this introduction, it means you expect some navigational guidance, not simply my opulent exultation. So let me explain. Most of these poems are “afterings”—poems written in the style of someone else. Already you can sense that Willett has little patience for the cult of originality that dominates our literary moment. His posture is humbler: learning from his poetic fathers and mothers, walking in the steps of those who have gone before.

This book is a thank offering, a testament to poetry as tradition and inheritance. And here lies the risk. To write “after” another poet is to risk disappearing into that poet’s shadow. It is to risk sounding derivative, secondhand, diminished. Lest you fear that Willett has become a monastic copyist, let me assure you: His voice and his vision remain distinctly his own. Think of it this way: You and I could handwrite the same ten words, yet our penmanship would render them unmistakably different. So it is here. Willett’s poems become a daring experiment to see if his voice survives the imitation. His voice not only survives; it shines anew.

For readers of his earlier work, be prepared for surprise. The earnestness remains—the steady resolve to honor the life God has given—but these poems are more playful, more intimate. Less abstraction, more like an encounter with the magnificent ordinary. That is why they shine as they do.

I close with this:

A few years ago, Makoto Fujimura visited my small corner of the world. After his lecture, a student asked which of his works was best. He did not hesitate. “It is buried in the ground,” he said. “No one will ever see it.” We were stunned. Then he told us that it was his mother’s casket.


He had painted it before it was lowered into the earth. His family protested—they knew it was his finest work—but he insisted.

This is the heart of Christian artists laboring to light the dark. They are not glory seekers; they are glory makers. What matters most is not a platform of thousands but an audience of One. The God who formed us in His image formed us for making. And it is enough to make—and to give that making away. Or to hide it in one’s heart. That, too, is more than acceptable.

In his poem “Advice,” Mischa Willett puts it this way:


Yesterday, Anselm Kieffer

wrote to tell me I don’t

need to show you everything

I am writing. It is okay

to make things, he said, even

miraculous things, and keep

them from view. You made

them, was his point; that is

enough.



What a bracing perspective in a world that measures value by clicks and applause. In God’s economy, worth is often hidden. And the work that kindles a small blue flame in the heart continues, as it always has—unhindered, unhurried.

I welcome you now to a feast of slow art. Look! Believe! Live! And remember,



No last line of poetry

actually ends. They ring and echo,

dwell for ages (and ages hence) in the eternity

of the mind.



Ben Palpant

Ordinary Time, 2026
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