 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Thinking about Miss Saigon
By Lewis F. McLain, Jr.

This is written to the wonderful family who gave us tickets to see Miss Saigon because of another obligation that cheated them out of their opportunity to see this play for the second time. It is also written to any persons who saw it and were repulsed, thinking the play vulgar and too depressing. But I am also writing to the friends who have yet to see Miss Saigon, people I want so much to grasp every word in this play and to experience every God given emotion to its fullest.

Miss Saigon is not only the best play I’ve ever seen in my life, but I am quite sure that I may never see a better one if I live another fifty years. I am quite satisfied that I may have reached a pinnacle in my life at the half-century mark. Miss Saigon may be the epitome of the tragic love story of the baby boomer population. But I think it is more timeless than that, as all great stories and lessons are. In fact, this play is a retelling of many other stories we’ve heard, some we’d rather forget - the ugly side of life we’d like to erase in our minds, which we do if we strive to construct a facade in a world that is not always North Dallas pretty.

Born out of a vulgar and cheap setting is a love relationship. Vietnam provides us with an opportunity to wallow in the squalor of defeat and decadence. It is the worst place on earth for youth compressed into adulthood by tyranny instead of by loving parents. But two people find themselves in love, bewildered by how it could feel real even though it does not make sense. 
It goes beyond one of the earliest questions of youth: how will I know when I’ve met the right one? Added to the puzzle is the uneasiness that it isn’t a right relationship under the right circumstances or even for the right reasons. But it happens, and you feel the lostness as the actor yields to God, not in prayer, but rhetorically in his search for answers.

Miss Saigon is about bad choices and the consequences that follow. It is about how simple, unchecked desires turn into complexities that can’t be untangled easily. It is about the unfairness of life, especially to the victims - victims such as young women in a society that does not value the female, actually does not value life at all. But even there, pure innocence does not exist in the play because everyone is culpable.

Everyone, that is, except the children, the truly innocent victims of blatant disregard for marriage relationships. And it is here that Miss Saigon is a story much broader and much deeper than Vietnam. Miss Saigon rips you apart from beginning to end, especially in the opening of the second act. If you were lost up to that point, you become fully aware of what this story is about in a way that grips you at the most basic human emotional level.

But if you were so callous that you could not feel the tragedy of young innocent abandoned children, then you could surely relate to a mother who wants a life for her child. If you found parts of the story repugnant because of a pollyanish paintbrush with which you coat anything uncomfortable or ugly, then even the oblivious could see themselves willing to die to give their child a chance to succeed. 

Miss Saigon is about dreams and responsibilities and about sacrifices. That is why it is the retelling of many other stories. Like a minister once said, “I have only one sermon: Christ, the Son of God, lived and then died for our sins so that we can enter a new kingdom. Every sermon I preach just tells the story a different way.” Miss Saigon is not the Christ story, but it is the retelling of a story that deals with pity and pain, sacrifice and redemption, hope and compassion - the very core of the human soul. As William Faulkner said in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech in 1950, “nothing else is worth writing about.”

The stage scenes in Miss Saigon are marvelous. They change the setting, massive changes, before your very eyes and within seconds. I saw Miss Saigon in New York from the first row, almost dead center, but I think the sound in Dallas’ Music Hall was even better than New York. The actors were just as good, with strong voices and flawless deliveries.

The words are wonderfully crafted and beautifully interwoven. I was delighted and amazed at how the lyrics fit together. Some of the dialogues (every word is sung) are complex with dual scenes and even flashbacks as parts of the play. I found myself visualizing how the writers must have collaborated to write such a masterpiece. I would have given anything for a chance to sit in a room witnessing how they created such a powerful story.

Miss Saigon is a powerful story. It is not for the faint hearted. It is for those who praise God for building into human beings the ability to feel pity and pain and compassion and hope. The real tragedy of this story is a person who could sit through it and not feel the entire range of emotions that left me feeling cleansed and filled with gratitude. The second time to see it was even better.

When I saw Miss Saigon in New York, I was on a business trip with a bunch of men. We had been snowed in from Friday until Sunday morning and could not leave. We ended up having to buy tickets from scalpers and even then had to split up with two of us going to see Miss Saigon and the others seeing something else.

The colleague who saw the play with me was just as appreciative and just as moved as I was. But seeing Miss Saigon is not the kind of thing I like to do without Linda. I even went Boston one time to give a speech and had an extra day free but refused to go see the sights. I have shared almost every important event in my life with her since we were eighteen, and I find myself (over thirty years later) reluctant to savor life’s best moments unless I can share them with her.

This time I got to take not only Linda but our son Kenneth and our future daughter-in-law, Deanne. The experience was so much richer when shared with them (we’re all tender hearted!), especially when their response was the same as mine - in fact, I sensed that we were sitting in a hall filled with grateful, reflective patrons moved to tears, bittersweet tears.

And this is where I feel an extra special appreciation for the family who gave us their tickets. As much as I wanted to see this play again, my busyness had caused me to wait so long that it is unlikely that we would have been able to see Miss Saigon. When we called our son at mid-morning to tell him of the tickets, he said he not only had a night class at college but he had a test that very night. However, without hesitation, he said that he and Deanne would go. By late afternoon, he had tracked down his professor and got permission to take the test the following day. He knew how I had talked about this play and was filled with anticipation to see it. Neither he nor Deanne nor Linda was disappointed. They reacted as I did.

It was a great night, one we will remember forever because we shared it as a family. On behalf of all of us, thank you so much for the gift of Miss Saigon. And thank you, Lord, for the ability to experience the full range of human emotions you placed in us in such a masterful way. L&L
