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Life in the Middle Lane           FUPC 
Luke 16.19-31               July 31, 2016 
 

If you’re driving on a highway with three lanes of traffic in each direction… which lane do you drive 

in? 

 Well, it depends… 

  If you’re going slow, or expecting to turn right… right lane. 

  If you’re going fast, or turning left… left lane. 

If you’re just going straight and don’t want to be bothered with cars going to fast or too 

slow… or slowing down to turn, … then you’ll end up in the middle lane. 

 Middle lane is safe,  

  offers the most options 

   no one bothers us much there 

 

I have a memory of driving in Manila, Philippines.  When I came to a major intersection I’d 

stay in the middle lane.  It was important because at each stop light, someone would be trying 

to sell something…or asking for a handout.   It was the lanes on the left and right that always 

got targeted because they were nearest the side of the road.  The middle lane they would 

usually leave alone.  So if you didn’t want to be bothered, the rule was:  stay in the middle lane. 

 

What’s true of driving can also be true of life:  It is possible for us to live our lives in the middle 

lane… and stay pretty insulated and protected from whatever’s going on over there by the side of the 

road, where the demands are relentless, the needy are so visible, the outstretched hands seem endless, 

the disparity between the haves and the have nots is hard to ignore.  That’s where the rich man in 

today’s story lived his life… 

 

Of the four gospel writers, Luke was the friend of the poor and outcast.  Throughout his gospel, 

Dr Luke brings the nameless, hurting, fringe people of society into center stage with Jesus.  He above 

all the other gospel writers, shows Jesus’ heart of compassion and acceptance of the unacceptable, 

disreputable, and invisible people of his time. 

 

Jesus experienced a growing conflict with the Pharisees, who represented the ruling party, the 

status quo, the conservative safety of rules and regulations based on who was in and who was out.  

They are the “establishment” and hold all the power.  Jesus is a threat to their control.  His teachings 

undermine their authority.  They see him as a growing threat to their secure place at the top of the 

social, political, spiritual ladder. 

 

In today’s reading, Jesus begins a story with this line:    “There was a rich man…”   Jesus has 

definitely started meddling in some very tender areas.   This is not an easy parable to hear.  This 

parable challenges all of us at some very vulnerable points.   

 

And so this story unfolds:  The rich man’s name is Dives.  It’s the Latin word for “rich”.  His clothes 

are made of fine linen in a royal purple color.  He lives in luxury, feasting on gourmet food every day.  

His mansion has a wall around it for protection and privacy.  It was his bubble in which he felt safe and 

secure.  People at with their hands and they used bread as napkins to wipe their mouths, and then threw 

the bread away.    

 

This garbage of soiled bread was eaten by another man named Lazarus.  He was constantly hungry and 

ate the soiled dirty bread that was a napkin used by the rich man because he was starving.   His body 
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was a diseased and disgusting collection of open sores and the dogs would come and lick them.  Every 

day, he would station himself at the rich man’s gate.   

 

Get the picture.  Every day, when he left his mansion and leave through the gate, he had to go past 

Lazarus.  He was there every time the rich man came home too.  Day in day out.  And after awhile, the 

rich man stopped seeing the poor beggar.   

 

The scene shifts to the future.   Both men die, end up in two different places:  heaven and hell.   

Lazarus is in heaven with Abraham and Dives is in hell alone.  And there’s a conversation taking 

place.  He says to Abraham, “Send Lazarus to dip his finger in water to cool my tongue.”   “Send him 

to my brothers to warn them..”  Perhaps, like Dives, they were also rich and self-satisfied in their 

mansions.  He’s still giving orders to Abraham and treating Lazarus like a servant.   He still thinks he 

has power and control over his destiny.  But, Jesus says, it cannot be. 

 

What is the rich man’s problem?  Where did he go wrong?  Why is he where he is and why is Lazarus 

where he is?  Is this a condemnation of wealth?  Is it sinful to be rich?  Is God against the intelligent 

creation of wealth?  Is it wrong to save money?  The answer, of course is No, No, No, and No!    

 

And why is Lazaus in heaven?  Is it a virtue to be a beggar?  Is poverty an automatic ticket into 

heaven?  Are helplessness and weakness virtues that gain God’s favor?  Is Lazarus an example of what 

God wants us all to be like?  Again the answer is No, No, No, and No! 

 

Why is Lazarus in heaven?  There’s a clue in his name.  His name means, “God is my Helper.”  It 

implies that this beggar realized his dependency on God for his very life.  He somehow lived in the 

security of God’s care for him.  He knew that apart from God, his life was up for grabs.   His name 

implies that in some way, God is his protector and provider.  And so he ends up standing alongside 

Father Abraham, who was the patriarch of all Jews.   

 

The rich man's sin wasn't that he was rich. In accordance with Jewish law he may have given 

generously to charity, we don't know. His sin was that he failed to notice the plight of another human 

being at his own gate. The rich man may have been a very good Jew, a pillar of society, but he didn't 

even see someone in need under his own nose. He was insulated against all that.  He was living his life 

in the middle lane, safe and secure.  He kept his eyes straight ahead, and never noticed the poor beggar 

at his gate. 

 

Wealth may bring comfort, but it can also act as an insulation against life and against God.  God is in 

the middle of life with all its degradation and dirt and distress. And when people are insulated against 

God, then it's as difficult for them to recognize God, Jesus said, as it is for a camel to go through the 

eye of a needle. 

 

This is a story about seeing and not seeing.  It’s a story about paying attention.  It’s a story about 

mindfulness.  It’s a story that invites us to get out of the middle lane and to dare to live where we can 

see the troubling scenes by the side of the road and do something about them.   Jesus never spent much 

time in the middle lane.  He was always giving himself to others who were sick, hopeless, despairing, 

blind, hungry, lame, broken and bruised.  Jesus became the instrument through which God’s blessings 

overflowed to others.   

 

Who is the rich man in the story?  We all are.  We all have been blessed by God with a gift that is 

intended to be shared with another person.   
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Jesus didn’t fault the man in today’s story for being rich. If we think that, we missed the point.   The 

rich man’s problem was that he did not let his blessings over flow to others. To put it in theological 

terms, the man wasn't practicing good stewardship. He violated the principle of good stewardship. 

What was only loaned to him, he thought he owned.  

 

So what are we to do? In order for us to become instruments of God's loving care and healing we need 

to pay attention to where we’re living our lives.  Sometimes we see only what we want to see. Get out 

of the middle lane. Even when we see it all and don’t like it, get out of the middle lane. Jesus makes it 

clear that when we have our minds and hearts made up not to hear and see, we probably won't. Jesus 

helps us see the radical reality of our situation when he says: "If they do not hear Moses and the 

prophets, neither will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead" (v. 31).  

 

I invite you to get out of the middle lane. Take a look around you. Notice the needs around you. Notice 

the broken hearts, the depressed, the lonely, the hurting. Some right here in this congregation are going 

through some crisis. Look around you. Your family members, your neighbor, your friend needs your 

ministry, the kind of overflowing love and concern that only you can give.  

 

The story Jesus told is not about the goodness of the poor and the evil of the rich.  If that’s all you get 

out of it, you’ve missed the point completely.  It’s a story about seeing and not seeing.  It’s a story 

about the choices we make to live our lives in touch with life in all its rawness and hurt, or protecting 

ourselves so that we can remain aloof, untouched and unmoved.  

 

May God give us the grace and the courage to get out of the middle lane and to “see” the person God 

has placed in front of us for whom we may make all the difference in the world.   Amen. 

 


