Our reading from God’s word is taken from the fifteenth chapter of the Gospel according to Saint Luke.  Luke, chapter fifteen, reading the first verse and then picking up the story at verse eleven:  “Then drew near unto Jesus all the publicans and sinners for to hear him.  And the Pharisees and scribes murmured, saying, ‘This man receiveth sinners, and eateth with them’.  And he spake this parable unto them, saying, ‘A certain man had two sons.  And the younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the portion of goods that falleth to me. And he divided unto them his living.  And not many days after the younger son gathered all together, and took his journey into a far country, and there wasted his substance with riotous living.  And when he had spent all, there arose a mighty famine in that land; and he began to be in want.”
I hope to see you all tomorrow night.  This is only a three week crusade and three days off.  Altogether too many days off, so we hope you put a ring in your finger for Monday night and come, and don’t forget I think we’d better make Tuesday night this week radio night because I can tell you there’s lots and lots of people in South Africa and in parts of, other parts of Africa that are just longing to listen in to Bristol again on the air.  So I hope you’ll be with us tomorrow and every night this week except, of course, Wednesday and Friday.  Fancy, two nights off in one week.  It’s too much, isn’t it?  We’ll make up for it later, I can assure you.  
Now I want to ask you tonight in this after church rally a very simple question.  Do you belong?  Do you belong?  ‘Because ye belong to Christ’ said the apostle on one occasion.  Do you?  You know, we’ve got a, a frenzied craze across the world at the moment.  People call it liberty.  Freedom.  Everybody wants to be in control of themselves.  Everyone wants to go their own way.  We don’t want to have any sense of being beholden to anybody, or anything, or any movement, or any, any political party – or even God himself.  We have imbibed the heavy wine of independence and we talk about it as, as if it were attractive and good and noble and we’re reaching a phase of human history when people, well, they can take care of themselves.  Little countries, yearning for independence and don’t realize that there’s a bear and there’s a lion in the field ready to gobble them up.  Everybody wants to be independent, down to the junior miss and the junior mister of 1964.  And while this great wave of ‘I want to be independent’ sweeps around the world, the queues outside the psychiatrists’ offices are increasing, the queues of people that say there’s a problem, they’re not happy, they don’t know what to do with their time.  They’re burdened.  They are uncertain.  Do you know the real secret?  They don’t belong.  The psychiatrists have lovely names for it.  I can’t pretend to use their language.  They talk about integration and balances and all sorts of things like that.  But the blunt fact is that people have ceased to recognize the need of belonging and because there is no sense of belonging there is no sense of security.  And I believe in this auditorium this evening there are scores of people of all ages who are ploughing a lonely pathway through life from the cradle to the grave, hoping for something to turn up, hoping for an improvement, hoping for something better, and haven’t yet solved the basic problem of your life.  The real problem is you don’t yet belong.  
Ladies and gentlemen, I want to share with you in detail, within the scope of the time we have, the story that was read to us and I want you to look at it from entirely a different angle [sic].  I’m sure many and many a time you’ve, you’ve heard read over the radio because of its popularity the story of the prodigal son.  And you ask anybody about the prodigal, and generally they say, ‘Ah, I know.  He was a bad lad.  He wasted his substance in riotous living.  He was a bad lad’.  Ladies and gentlemen, I wonder if we’ve been quite fair to the prodigal son.  I wonder if he’s worse in any degree than many who are in our audience this evening because the basic, fundamental problem with this son was not the incidental behaviour in the far country, was the fact that he thought he could run his life without belonging.  He thought he could run his life on his own.  And so he came to the father and he said, ‘Look, will you give me the things that belong to me, the portion of goods that is mine?’  He didn’t say with the utmost clarity what he no doubt felt and thought.  He didn’t say to the father, ‘I don’t want you, but I want the blessings that you give’.  And he set out on life’s journey, repudiating his, his responsibility to his father.  He didn’t want to belong.  How many of us in this audience this evening have stepped out on that pathway of self-determination in our own little lives?  In our modern day we have thrown over whatever parental example we had.  Maybe we have thrown over the, the power of, of a godly church leader, a Sunday school teacher, and we’ve said, ‘We’ll go our own way.  We’ll live our own lives in our own way, in our own strength.  We can do it.  Haven’t we had education?  Didn’t the former Prime Minister say “we’ve never had it so good”?  Don’t we feel the pound notes crinkling in our pockets whereas twenty years ago it was hard work to find a silver coin?  Oh, everything’s so fine.  We have so much of everything.  We don’t need God.  We don’t need the church.  We don’t need anything.  Let’s go.’  And we’ve gone.  
And we’ve begun to find that it wasn’t so wonderful.  You see, we weren’t made to live on our own and go through life on our own and go out into eternity on our own.  We weren’t made to die on our own and be alone and away.  We were made, young people, we were made, ladies and gentlemen, that we might belong.  And there is no happiness, no joy, no victory, no triumph in that life of independence that says ‘I’m adequate myself.  I can do it myself.  I don’t need anything, so long as I get a good start and I get plenty of money like this young man who made this very serious mistake of imagining that he could do without belonging to the father.  He went his way, as we know and things didn’t work out right.  Now, let’s not look at the details of his story.  You know the details of your story, girlie, don’t you?  You know the details of your story, ladies and gentlemen, now don’t you?  You know your own story.  And if you are trying to run your life in independence of God, if you’re trying to run it on your own, if you’re trying to run it without that surrender to Jesus Christ that he claims and which he died for to bring you to himself, if you’re trying to run that way, you know it isn’t really working out right.  You know there’s a sense of aloneness, a sense that your whole thing could crumble.  You can get in with a gang.  You can get in with a group.  You can get in with the young ladies’ group, the young wives’ group, you can find a fellowship, whether it be Rotary or the Inner Wheel or whatever it is, you must get together and try and substitute this need of belonging to God with something else.  But whether you’re in your forties and you adore Rotary, or whether you’re just in your twenties and you love the youth club, or whether you just go about with your friends in your particular group, wherever you may be, oh, I want you to know, you cannot in your own heart as you stand individually and alone before God know the triumph and the victory and the joy and the blessing you can have all on your own if you belong to Christ.  
This young man had to learn the hard way.  And I’m trying to remember this is a short after church rally and I don’t propose to keep you very long but I do ask and thank you for so far giving me your very concentrated attention.  This young man, he err, he found something.  He found it didn’t work out.  And his step, his first step in the right direction was when he came to himself and he, he, he joined himself to a citizen of the country in which he was living.  It was a step, I say, in the right direction.  It didn’t bring him all the way, but it was a right step.  He was hereby confessing that he couldn’t live his own life himself.  Within him there was a cry, a need to belong to someone, if only to get the material benefits that thereby came.  And he adjoined himself to a citizen of that country showing that he needed to belong.  
But this was not enough.  He knew it was not enough.  The grim truth started to dawn upon him as I believe, by the Spirit of God, it will dawn on some of you this evening.  He needed to go back, back to his father and home, step out of his present way of life and go back, back to the one who was waiting for him, who was loving him, who was yearning for him.  He wouldn’t bluff it out.  He wouldn’t put a s… [indecipherable:  10:55:  maybe the kind of utterance used with shrugging of the shoulders] sort of attitude and get his, you know his face all wreathed in smiles and happy and jovial and say, “Well you know, ha ha, had a wonderful journey, dad, but it’s time I came back.”  No, he said:  “I will say to my father:  ‘I have sinned.’”  How’d he sin?  Basically because he had decided he could manage without his father.  And your basic sin tonight, my basic sin before I came to Christ was that I felt I could manage my life, my death, my eternity on my own – without the living God, without the Lord Jesus Christ.  And oh, friends, it’s no use bluffing it off with a smile and saying “I’ll turn religious; I’ll join a church; I’ll do good works; I’ll pay some conscience money to the railway whose fares I may have stolen on a contract sometime or I’ll return some goods to my, my works that I’ve taken and then I’ll smile and say ‘All’s well with the world.  I’ve decided to be a good boy.  I’ve decided to be a good girl.’”  Don’t bluff it off.  Be honest tonight, and in the innermost recesses of your hearts you say, “Father, I’ve sinned.  I’ve sinned.”  Oh, you say, “Eric, I haven’t done anything very terrible, you know, nothing that would get me apprehended by the law and put behind bars.”  I know.  Sin basically is independence.  If the prodigal son had not wasted his substance in riotous living, had not done some of the things that have made him famous around the world, if he’d never done any of those things but he had left the father with a determination to be, to have his relationship with the father broken, he would’ve stood condemned of sin.  “All we like sheep” says God “have gone astray.  We have turned every one to our own way.”  And we are trying to go it alone.  Ladies and gentlemen this evening I beg of you don’t try it to go it alone because if you’re determined to go it alone, God will let you.  And if you decide to go it alone, life will come to its end, here upon earth, and you will go through the experience of death alone and into eternity alone.  And going it alone you will be left to your own resources and frankly you have none.  I beg of you tonight, remembering that you have a never dying soul, you are a never dying soul.  You are insured with [sic:  ensured of?] eternal existence.  I beg of you tonight to think very seriously cause you can’t afford not to belong to God.  
‘I have sinned’, he said.  ‘I will arise and I will go.  I’ll do something about it.’  He made his decision.  He made his choice.  He surrendered his will.  He confessed his sin.  And he said ‘I will go.  I’ll go back.’  My dear friend, someone has said ‘if we don’t have within us the God who is above us, we soon yield to all that’s around us.’  And without God, without Christ, you will go through life with that sense of insecurity, unattached, no guide, no power, no control, no one to whom you can come in the emergency moment, when temptation sweeps over you, no one to whom you can cry and ask for salvation and help and protection in the hour of danger and difficulty, no one to whom you can turn when your own fluttering heart and your own nervous system tells you with that strange intuition that life has come to an end and you’re plunging into eternity.  No one to turn to.  You’ve been going it alone and now God has left you to go it alone.  Oh, I hope and I pray with all my heart that no one in this audience this evening will go on through life going it alone and leaving God out.  Tonight you can return because the Lord Jesus Christ has died and risen again.
I want to bring you if I may, not in this story indeed, but I want to bring you very briefly to that cross where Jesus died.  I know some people will tell you that there Jesus was murdered.  It’s quite true.  I know others will tell you that he died bravely.  That’s quite true.  But that is not the whole significance of the death of Jesus Christ, because the sun refused to shine, the darkness came, the earth rent, there was a mighty earthquake and it was obvious that God was intervening in this human drama, this murder and the Bible says that God laid upon Christ the iniquity of us all.  He was bearing your sin, sir; he was bearing your sin, madam; he was bearing your sin, young people, when he hung on the cross.  He died, says the Scripture, ‘to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself.’  He died that he might cleanse you from its stain and deliver you from its power.  He died that in the accountancy system of God your record might be blotted out and you can be made in God’s sight as if you’d never sinned at all.  This is God’s offer to you:  “And the blood of Jesus Christ, God’s son”, shed on the cross, “cleanses us from all sin”.
I can’t explain it to you.  I don’t have time even to examine the theological implications of that statement in a brief after-church rally and in order for you to be saved you don’t have to understand it, you have to believe in Christ and decide to belong.  God’s call is to you whether you understand it or not is to believe in him and surrender to him and receive him.  Oh, he’s so anxious to receive you.  Don’t you, don’t you realize from this story which pictures God waiting, the whole implication of this story is that the father was looking, looking, looking day after day for the boy to come back again and belong?  So God is looking for you, seeking you and longing for you tonight to come to him, that your sin may be cleansed that your past may be blotted out and that you may be made a new creature.  You can leave the Colstone Hall tonight, you madam, you sir, you can leave the Colstone Hall tonight knowing that God has welcomed you back and the past is gone and whatever men may think about you or your family or your loved ones or your workmates, in God’s sight you’re made as if you had never sinned.  I think it was Mr Harold Sindgen who said that the father rushed to smeet [sic:  meet] the prodigal and he kissed him with his dirty face.  Before ever he had time to get in and wash and change the father’s arms were around him, yes, and welcoming him back.  Young people, if you will come back tonight to Christ and yield to him and let him have control of your life, he is more anxious and ready to welcome and receive you than you are even ready to come.  
Minister told a story of riding one day on a train and he found a young man opposite, corner of the carriage, all jumpy and excited and looking out through the window and he said to him “What’s the matter?”  “Oh”, he said, “I … I’m getting so near home”.  He said, “You see, some years ago, I ran away, and I wrote to my err to my father and asked him if I could come back and I didn’t get a reply.  Then”, he said, “I wrote to my mother and I still didn’t get a reply” and he said “I, I want to come back home and be as we were.”  Well, fine, so the story went on.  And then, he said, “You know sir, just a few days ago I wrote to my mum and I said I’m coming on a certain train on a certain day and I, I’m coming, and mum, you know that apple tree at the bottom of the garden?  If, if you’re going to welcome me back home again, will you put just one rag on that prominent limb, tie it on that limb of the apple tree, and I know I can come home.  And if you don’t put the piece of rag on the apple tree limb, I’ll stay on the train and you’ll never hear from me again.”  And he said, “Now I’m near home.  It’s only a mile or two, sir” and he said “I can’t bear to look out.”  And the minister said, “Don’t look.  I’ll look for you.  Supposing we bow our heads and pray?”  And so he prayed and prayed, put his hand on the boy’s knee, and said, “Now hold it, I’m going to look, I’m going to look.”  Then in a moment, he, he, he squoze the boy’s knee and he said “Open your eyes, look!”  And they looked at the old apple tree.  Was there a rag on the limb?  No! There was a rag on every branch.  “Now” he said “you can go”.  And if you will understand my metaphorical meaning when I say to you young people tonight, God gives you the welcome sign.  In every branch of life he wants you.  He’s flaunting almost his love before you and his welcome.  “Him that cometh to me I will in no wise cast out.”  But you’ll have to rise and go.  And when you rise and come, as I believe you will in the act of witness tonight, please notice you don’t come merely to make a decision.  You don’t just merely decide to become religious.  You don’t just merely decide to, to, to name the name of Christ in order to get the benefits.  You, you come because you have decided from this day on to belong to Jesus Christ who died to cleanse you from sin, who lives to welcome you, who longs to live his life in you.  And if tonight you come, yearning to belong, yearning to yield to him, yearning to turn over your life – some of your lives may already have been messed up pretty badly; some of them haven’t perhaps and let me say if they haven’t thank God for his mercy.  It’s all of his mercy if your life isn’t dreadfully messed up.  Oh, my friends, some of you may be in the most dreadful tangle.  I don’t know.  That last great night in Durban, oh, how said it was! I can’t tell you all the stories.  But I met some into whose faces they had so messed up their lives one way and another that I could see no way of undoing the tangle except that they could get peace with God and cleansing and could go that night into the kingdom of heaven.  I believe there are few in this hall tonight so messed up.  But if you’ve never been messed up don’t be proud about it.  If you’ve just lived an ordinary, normal, straight, sweet life and you’ve no complications with the police or with, with, with, in your family life or in your sex life or in your home life, or, or in your – whatever it may be, then thank God for it and remember that prevention is better than cure.  Better yield to Christ now before you get into the far country and start to make a hash of it.  But if you have made a hash of it, I believe God has a way out for you.  Certainly he can make you as if you’ve never sinned.  Certainly he’s guaranteed to welcome you and cleanse you from all sin but you can’t have it as a little bonus you carry about in your pocket and say “Ooh, fellas, I went forward at the Colston hall and I accepted Christ.  Now I’m okay; I can go and do what I like.”  God only gives his blessing to those who are willing to belong.  And when you come forward tonight and you take your stand and you go to the counselling room and in those few minutes you open your heart and your life to Christ, and you say to him “Father, I’ve sinned.  O, God, I’ve sinned.  I know I’ve done wrong.  I know I’m a failure.  And now, like the prodigal, I rise up and I come”, you come in order to give yourself to Christ.  You belong.  
When the act of witness is announced, I hope that many of God’s people, many true Chr… children of the Lord will recognize the picture of themselves in the elder son that didn’t go away and didn’t make a hash of his life and, and was so prim and proper.  He was in the father’s circle; he was in the home, but he didn’t share the father’s love and he didn’t share the father’s passion.  How many Christians here today are solid and regular in the activities of the denomination, the church, the assembly, but you have little of the Father’s passion for lost souls?  And when souls are coming to Christ, you begin to feel a little superior, and you wonder, why all the fuss?  Why all this about special crusades?  Why such a budget to reach outsiders?  “I, I’ve never left the church.  I’ve always been there.  I’ve always been regular.”  Yes you miserable half backslidden Christians:  you didn’t have the guts to wander away like the younger brother.  That’s the only reason why you didn’t go.  You were too scared of what those people with eagle religious pharisaical [sic] eyes peering down into you would do so you managed to keep yourself there.  But so far as your heart is concerned, Christian though you be, you’ve pretty well gone as far away as anyone else and given the opportunity and given the pressure you might well go.  I believe with all my heart the man in the deepest spiritual need in this parable is the horrid elder brother who didn’t care twopence about this poor boy or the father’s burning heart of love or his yearning and this fellow was right there in the midst of the household with all the blessing and the father reminding him all that he had was his, and yet, there he is, angry, detached, bringing no joy to the father’s heart, cold, remote, indifferent, neutral, dead neutral, and nobody’s so dead as those that are dead neutral.  And I beg that you let the love of God get a hold of your heart tonight, and you say, “Lord, I will be restored to you.  I will bring joy to you.  I will belong to you wholly.”  And such words come to you from the living God as Paul’s word:  “Present your bodies a living sacrifice”.  Yield yourselves to God.  Let him have you as a living sacrifice that he might fill you with the Holy Spirit and produce in a new way the fruit of the Spirit and – who knows? – may give you some of the gifts of the Spirit and work through you that you may be a mighty man or a woman of God here in Bristol.  
There are two groups here tonight who need to belong in a new way to God:  those who are already Christians and are cold; those who stay in the confines of the church but whose heart is far away.  “With their lips they honour me, but their heart is far from me”; “Having a form of godliness and denying the power thereof”.  Friends, you tonight God calls, you to his sacrifice, you to surrender, you to the blessing of belonging so that every day, every hour, every moment you may be conscious of the fellowship, the friendship, the joy, the victory, the overflowing blessedness of Christ as your saviour and Lord and friend and guide, inspirer, the one who fills your heart with love and joy and peace.  I beg of you quietly to come.
On the closing night of the Durban crusade I felt strangely moved to make this sort of a, an appeal to the Lord’s people and I thought there might be twenty or thirty that would come from that vast after-church rally.  Imagine my surprise when just about two hundred and forty Christians, some of our counsellors, at least one of them a minister, a well-known minister of one of the Durban churches, stood at the front, saying, “Lord, for all my regularity and religiousness and evangelical fervour and doctrinal accuracy, I realize I don’t fully belong to thee and I come in complete surrender.”  I hope, Christian friends, even if you aren’t quite as nasty as the horrid elder brother, if there’s coldness, indifference, aloofness, “I’m sitting on the theological fence watching” attitude, that you’ll come down tonight and in the quietness stand before God and in the quiet room let him have all there is of you.  Just as you are, you come.
Just before we bow our heads to pray, may I go back to the other group for a moment?  May I tell you really? It’s not for just this life, it’s for eternity.  If you really belong to Christ, you’re his, and he gives to his sheep eternal life, and you will never perish.  You’re his for now and for always.  And if you should fail tomorrow, don’t say “Oh, I don’t know; I couldn’t keep it up.”  If you belong, he will make provision for the morrow.  He can keep you from falling, but if you fall, he will restore you again.  Think of the many scriptures that speak about the renewing of the Holy Spirit, the renewing of God’s life within you day by day.  If you commit your life to him thoroughly tonight and accept him as your saviour and Lord, he can take care of you.  Oh, I tell you, he can, and he will.  “Oh, but”, you say, “Eric, you don’t know how far I’ve been away”.  I wish I could whisk with my hand to the platform tonight and have a Cosa African come to the microphone.  His name is Wilson, a very wonderful man.  And if I said to him, “Brother, will you tell this audience how you came from that faraway place now to be an evangelist among Zulu and Cosa people?”  He would say to you with his quaint accent, he would say, “I was an, an agitator, a political agitator of the Pan-something political party.  And I was half drunk and one night I went into a hall in Port Elizabeth where the African minister Bengu was preaching and I heard him say:  ‘Christ has authority on earth to forgive sins’.  Sins”, he said, “sins, sins, oh, sins.  I knew I was a sinner.  I never heard before I could have my sin completely cleansed and gone”.  And he said “I went to him and I said, ‘Pastor Bengu, is it right that all my sins and be, can go, that, that I can be cleansed?’” Pastor Bengu, bless his heart, how many he’s brought to Christ, he said, “Yes, Wilson, you can.”  And there, having come from the faraway country, Wilson surrendered himself to Christ in Port Elizabeth and how proud and privileged I was to have him as my interpreter in the African crusade in the Mamilody township way on the African continent.  If you could see his radiant face, if you could hear his rejoicing voice.  I said, “You’re through with politics now, are you, then?”  “Oh, yes” he said, “I tell everybody of the grace of God in Christ that took my wandering life and changed me and made me a new creature”.  He can do the same for you tonight.  “So what do I do, Eric?”  Well, you have to come.  “What does that mean?”  It means that with your will you surrender and you say “Lord, I turn my life over to you.  I’m willing to do what you want, live for you, in you, through you, to you, I accept you, Lord Jesus, as my saviour and I’ll not be ashamed to confess it.  I’ll not be ashamed to openly testify to it.”  What would you have thought of this young man who said, “Well, I want the blessings of the father’s home; I want to get back and be under his protection and know his welcome and his smile and his cleansing.  I want all that.  But I want to stay where I am.”  Couldn’t be done.  Just so, you have to rise spiritually and say, “Lord, I’m coming out of”, as Betty Loo sang, “my old way of life into the fullness of joy, peace and salvation and cleansing that you give.”
And so we sing a hymn about coming to Christ.  And whilst we sing that hymn, we invite you, quickly and quietly to rise from your seats in the gallery, in the area, in the choir, and meet Geoff Percival and the counsellors and Sam here at the front and by that way you’re parabolically saying, a kind of figure of speech, you’re saying “Lord, just as the, that young man rose up, ha, and went back to thee, so I rise up and give my heart and life.”  I beg of you to come.  Let’s bow our heads in prayer.
You don’t know what real peace and joy is until you have turned your heart and life over to Christ and you have commenced to belong.  He invites you; he urges you; he begs you to come.  “Come unto me”, says the Lord Jesus, and in that coming, you, you say “Lord I, I, I come.  Not for just an hour but for always, I hand over my heart and life to you and I thank you for promising to make me in your sight as if I’d never sinned.”
So when the choir sings, I beg of you not to hesitate.  Don’t say, “Well, I, I’ve got friends.”  They, they’re, let them come with you.  They’ll wait for you the short time involved.  Or “I’m rushing for a bus.”  If you live within twenty miles, make your need known in the counselling room and some member of the committee, I know, will run you home for Christ’s sake.  Don’t let anything put you off tonight.  We shall only keep you a short time.  We have a little booklet we want to give you about beginning with Christ, but let God have his way in your life.  [Organ music begins] And please, Christians who’ve lost the joy, and the victory and the glory – you’re like that horrid elder brother, little critical, not really in the Father’s heart, why don’t you surrender to him entirely now and let him have his way in your life?  
Father, I pray that thy Holy Spirit may move in our audience this evening in the brief time that lies ahead of us, moving across these rows, showing thy great promise to cleanse, to save, to make new, to welcome, to restore, to invigorate and to live thy life in those who repent and who believe and who hand themselves over to thee to belong to thee.  Give them courage now while we sing, we beseech of thee, openly to confess this.  We ask it in Jesus’ name.  Amen.  
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