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JJN THE preparation of this brief 
sketch of the life and work of Bishop Isaac Lane, 
the writer is appreciative of the honor conferred 
by the request to perform this duty, but he is 
conscious of the limitations imposed, not only by 
the brevity of space allowed, but by lack of ability 
to do justice to one who has lived so well and 
wrought so nobly. Within a brief compass only 
a few of the more important facts, and the les
sons drawn therefrom, concerning a man so full 
of good works as Bishop Lane can be mentioned. 
And one so close to this great leader in Colored 
Methodism as the writer has been can hardly be 
expected, even in a work of this kind, to escape 
the influence of his great personal affection. Still, 
the subject of the sketch so full of good works, 
affords sufficient illuminating and inspiring facts 
that it seems unnecessary to draw heavily upon 
one's imagination or to be too much influenced 
by one's admiration to put down that which is 
not supported by actual happenings in the life 
of the man. So deep is the sense of inability to 
do his work well the writer feels like making an 
apology for the attempt. But the sense of in
ability to do justice to the hero may be partially 
balanced by the feeling that what is here at
tempted, 'though feebly done, is a service of love 
both for the character sketched and for those who 
may read what is written. 

On March 3, 1834, in Madison County, five 
miles north of the city of Jackson, in the western 
division in the state of Tennessee, a male child 
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was born to which the name Isaac Lane was given. 
And in that county this child grew to manhood, 
married, reared a family, entered the ministry 
and performed well his work, assisted in the or
ganization of the Colored Methodist Episcopal 
Church, founded Lane College, which bears his 
name, and there he has made his residence for a 
century and three years. There is one fact on which 
all citizens in that county of both race groups 
will agree today and that is that the state of Ten
nessee has not produced a more amiable, a more 
energetic and serviceable, a more upright and 
honored man than Bishop Isaac Lane. According 
to his word, he was reared almost fatherless and 
motherless. On the farm during the days of slav
ery he grew up, denied the advantages of early 
training and denied the privileges afforded by 
highly civilized living, but allowed to share the 
evils common to slave conditions during those 
dark and bitter days. Looking back to those days, 
recounting some of the experiences of his people, 
after he had reached a ripe age, writing with 
charitable restraint and Christian poise, Bishop 
Lane said, Pen will never be able to record, 
tongue will never describe the trials, the suffer
ings, and the heartaches of those days." Young 
Lane was not encouraged to seek information. In 
fact, he learned to read and write only under 
serious handicaps. Not only was he deprived of 
a teacher to give him instruction but was not 
allowed the use of book nor pencil. Still, his 
desire for learning could not be stifled nor his 
thirst for knowledge quenched. And so at the 

4 



risk of severe physical punishment, he found ways 
of acquiring information which, with caution, he-
used to great advantage. After the Civil War 
and freedom was declared, young Isaac kept up 
his studies, setting aside regular hours for the 
same. He took special interest in reading the 
Bible and this habit, formed early in life, has 
followed him to old age. Although past the one 
hundred-year mark, he allows nothing to interfere 
with his early morning reading of the Bible-. 
Sometime this is done even now without the aid 
of eyeglasses. In his young and growing days 
he always coveted the morning hours for reading, 
but economic conditions forced him to use what
ever time he could snatch from his assigned tasks. 
And then in the evening, after the day's work was 
done, he would return to his reading and there
by the light of the pine torch, he would read and 
meditate until his tired body would fall asleep. 

One sign which early indicated a serious atti
tude toward life and a purpose which would lead 
young Lane into channels of large usefulness as 
a member of a minority group was his concep
tion of God and desire to be religious. He gives 
September 11, 1854, as the date of his realization 
of the work of Saving Grace in his life and the 
vivid and ever increasing sense of the Holy Pres
ence. This was the period of his conversion. His 
acceptance of a call to the ministry and definite 
committal to the preaching of the gospel of the 
Lord Jesus followed his conversion by three or 
four months. From October 21, 1854, until alter 
the Civil War, he was a member of the Methodist 
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Episcopal Church, South, in Jackson. After that 
he became a member of Salem Church about five 
miles from the city. Another important date in 
the life of young Lane was in November, 185b, 
when he was granted license to exhort and thus 
began his public ministerial career. Being a close 
student of God's word, open-minded for fuller 
revelation, and easily susceptible to lessons of 
piety, he soon became a preacher of wide popu
larity and much power among the people of both 
races. This rise to prominence was not without 
a struggle. He had his difficulties to overcome 
but was undaunted, and pursued his work with a 
loyalty that bordered on the sublime. This is 
all the more noteworthy because of the shifting 
scenes and events created by the Civil War, which 
introduced the Negro people to new conditions. 
And it was in the midst of these conditions that 
young Lane found a school of experience that 
gave him a training that has lasted all these 
years. The abolition of slavery did not do away, 
immediately, with the attending evils. "In the 
social and economic life of the Southern white-
people a break had come, and it ran all the way 
through the whole social fabric. The Methodists 
and Baptists, the Presbyterians and the Episcopa
lians had Negro contingents. And the new con
ditions in the South made it imperative that an 
adjustment in matters of church and religious af
fairs be made to correspond with those which 
had taken place already in the civic and political 
life. It was thought to be of mutual advantage-
to both white and colored people for a separation 
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tinction because of signal service rendered the race. 
One of his sons, Dr. James Franklin Lane, is 
president of Lane College that stands as a monu
ment to the love, sacrifices, and labors of the 
founder. According to Bishop Lane's testimony, 
he owes much to his devoted, affable and sweet-
spirited companion. As a Christian, she was 
meek yet persistent, quiet but firm, steady and 
true. In her was the combination of those quali
ties which gave brightness and lustre to her life. 
They lived happily together until May 11, 1895, 
when she took her flight to be home with her 
Heavenly Father. In his second marriage, he was 
fortunate to find another great woman, Mrs. Mary 
Elizabeth Long Smith. And, in happy fellowship, 
they lived together until she fell asleep in 19-7. 

II 

Bishop Lane is a man of rare distinction, not 
because he has lived a century and three years. It is 
rather because of some elements in his life, as 
well as unique features in his bearing and service 
among the people. Some of these, taken by them
selves, may appear inconsequential, but when taken 
in their relation to others and in their blending 
in the total impact of this magnificent life upon 
his age and time, they contribute to the distinction 
honest admirers claim for him. 

Being born a slave was not as much a dis
tinction as was his manner of behaving as a slave 
and his indomitable will to overcome the obstacles 
to progress set up by slave conditions. To grow 
up and become a powerful influence in a society 
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created and dominated partly by the dwarfed men
tality and perverted souls of slave owners and the 
supporters of the slave regime must undoubtedly 
border on distinction. Does it not require greater 
soul power to endure afflictions than it does to 
impose them? The oppressor may hate without 
a special reward, but if the oppressed can endure 
his lot and smile and love, he must be counted 
above the average. Few men have lived as long 
and as well as Bishop Lane and yet have endured 
so much in inconvenience and in prolonged suf
fering of body and spirit due to nothing except 
the mere incident of race and color. For such a 
man to come to his age still believing in the capa
city of men to be fair and just, still tolerant with 
a society that denies him the place in it that he 
has won, yet with increasing faith in the goodness 
of God and the final triumph of truth and right, 
cannot be without distinction. Bishop Lane gives 
the information that the only time blood was ever 
drawn from his body after he was a man was on 
the occasion of holding prayer meeting. This 
fact, but for the tragedy it implies, is both inter
esting and unique. Another mark of distinction 
in his rapid rise as a minister was his election and 
ordination as deacon at the first annual conference 
he attended and his election and ordination as 
elder the following day. Methodist history would 
probably not reveal numerous events of this kind. 
To be elected leader of an annual conference dele
gation to a General Conference today is regarded 
as a mark of unusual esteem and confidence. The 
Reverend Isaac Lane enjoyed this esteem and con-
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fidence indicated by his election as the leader of 
the delegation of the Tennessee conference to his 
first General Conference. And it is noteworthy 
that this election took place in his absence, hav
ing been called home on account of death in the 
family. It may not be wholly out of place to 
recall, in this connection, that the first General 
Conference of the Colored Methodist Episcopal 
Church was held in Jackson, Tennessee, where 
later, under the leadership of Bishop Lane, an 
institution of learning was founded which is now 
known far and wide as Lane College. The sec
ond General Conference of the Colored Metho
dist Episcopal Church was held in Augusta, Geor
gia, where later, under the stress of need for 
trained leadership which had been emphasized by 
Bishop L. H. Holsey, Paine College was organized 
and stands today as one concrete illustration of a 
genuine effort in race relations. In relating some 
experiences Bishop Lane tells how, when holding 
his first annual conference, as Bishop, he had the 
double duty of being the presiding officer and 
the secretary at the same time. This latter func
tion, he was called to fill because competent sec
retaries were not quite as numerous then as now. 
Another distinction Bishop Lane enjoys is the 
fact that, in the General Conference held in Jack
son, Tennessee, 1878, he drafted a form of receiv
ing members into the church which was adopted 
by the Bishops and the General Conference and 
the same form without change has been used ever 

since. 
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Ill 

If some men are born great and others have 

greatness thrust upon them, there is still left the 

greatness that inheres in achievements. It is in 

this latter sense that people get their impression 
of the greatness of Bishop Lane. One so eager 
to know and anxious to do as he could attempt 
a good many things in his lifetime, and one who 
attempted with the vigor and determination that 
always characterized his efforts could, at the close 
of many years of active participation in the events 
of his day, have much to encourage the feeling 
that he had not lived and labored in vain. He-
was in the organization of the Colored Methodist 
Episcopal Church and has lived and served in it 
through the years of its history. What it has 
become as a redeeming agency and an uplifting 
influence among a lost, discouraged, and oppressed 
group must in the minds of those informed of its 
history be associated with the achievements of 
Bishop Isaac Lane. He was among the pioneers 
and carried in his heart a passion to save and ele
vate his people. This passion led him to brave-
dangers, bear criticisms, endure hardships and 
untold sufferings; led him to accept responsibilities 
which involved tremendous sacrifices, all to organ
ize, cultivate, and supervise the growth and de
velopment of the Colored Methodist Episcopal 
Church in all of its phases and numerous reaches 
in saving the people. He went into new territory, 
organized missions, preached and lectured, and, 
by the power of his saintly living, inspired his own 
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Speaking regarding his efforts and experiences in 
this great struggle, he says, "Regarded by some 
as a crank on the subject of education, by others 
as a beggar, I was ofttimes rejected. But I con
tinued to work and pray, receiving just enough 
consideration to give encouragement. While some 
men of wealth and influence refused me even an 
audience, others made small donations and thus 
kept me in good spirits and in good cheer. 1 
continued to work, showing much earnestness and 
thus grew in favor with the people of our race 
as well as with the people of the white race. In 
accomplishing the work I have done for the edu
cational uplift of the young people of our race, 
the world will never know of the pain, toil, suf
fering, the many sleepless nights, headaches, and 
the mental and physical anguish I endured all 
those years." It seems a pity that after such ex
periences and struggles which resulted in an in
stitution with splendid facilities, that this hero 
of Faith should be called upon to witness the 
destruction of these buildings by fire which oc
curred in 1904. It was enough to discourage the 
ordinary man. But Bishop Lane, though advanced 
in years and somewhat saddened in spirit, under
took the work of rebuilding Lane College. And 
upon the ruins of the old stands the greater Lane 
College as the result of his untiring efforts, self-
sacrifice, prayers and anxiety in his advanced years. 
And this school stands today as one of the great 
factors in building better and more harmonious 
race relationships in the South as well as the build
ing the Kingdom of God. 
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These recitals arc important as achievements 
of Bishop Lane; but of far more significance is 
what he has been in life and character while doing 
these things. In the spirit of humble pride and 
triumphant faith he says, "Above all, I wanted to 
be a good man, and when a young man, I resolved 
that I would live a pure, upright life before God 
and my fellow man." Is it not, then, in the realm 
of character, both his own and that which he in
spired others to be, that his noblest achievements 
must be noted? His influence upon the mora! 
and spiritual ideals of the race has been incalcu-
able. He is a fitting illustration of how clear con
victions, strong sympathies, and living hopes make 
the man, giving energy to his conduct and color 
to his character. Throughout his life he has pos
sessed remarkable calmness of temper. If at times 
his feelings have been ruffled, it was under undue-
stress of circumstances. He is the embodiment ot 
meekness but not the kind that is mistaken tor 
.weakly cringing. It is rather that kind that is 
born of a sense of dependence on God whose 
mercy and goodness endureth forever. It is that 
kind of humility that rises to the dignity of a 
charming self-respect, conscious of the presence 
of a self that deserves respect. In the face ot 
opposition of whatever kind he has been able to 
stand without fear except the fear that he might, 
in an unguarded moment, do the wrong thing. 
Unbending as steel in what he deemed to be his 
duty he could be gentle and kind. Often he has 
faced tyrants of evil customs and protagonists of 
entrenched wrong with both courage and calm-
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ness; with both candor and courtesy. With his 
penetrating, heart-searching messages, he has sent 
them away with smitten conscience yet with smil
ing face; sent them away with a deep conviction 
oi wrong yet with a high resolve to correct that 
wrong. Thus this man of God has shown remark
able faith and reverential fear. He has trusted 
without being afraid. His keen vision has pierced 
pretentious shams. His righteous poise has cre
ated calmness in the panic-stricken crowds. He 
has been a shining example of how earnestly to 
work and patiently to wait for the unfolding of 
God's revelations and for the working out of 
his purposes among the nations and races of the 
earth. 

IV 

Has Bishop Lane made any contribution? The 
very name itself and what it stands for answers 
that question. The name is suggestive of that 
holiness, the high devotion and natural resource-. 
fulness which have served him well in making 
valid his own integrity of character and in making 
effective his efforts through the years in lifting 
his people to higher levels of intellectual, moral 
and spiritual progress. He has made contribution 
as a race builder. A part of that contribution is 
in the number and character of children whom he 
reared and educated and through whose varied 
gifts, abilities and services the race has been 
blessed. This contribution has also taken the form 
of racial ideals inspired and cultivated by him as 
well as encouragement offered through institu-
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tions erected under his direction and in various 
other ways too numerous to mention. Nor has his 
contribution been less conspicuous in the attitudes 
which he has advised and exemplified toward the 
stubborn, though sometimes delicate, problems af
fecting greatly the fortunes of his race. In the 
field of race relations much progress has been 
made in cultivating better understanding and a 
more Christian attitude toward each other. And 
in this noble work the life and deeds of Bishop 
Lane have played a conspicuous part. His own 
life and achievement have demonstrated the possi
bility of his race thereby winning respect from 
others; also recognition of moral obligations pre
sented by the unfavorable plight of a backward 
and oppressed race. In his efforts to cultivate 
more friendly relation between the races Bishop 
Lane has recognized the best in the white people 
and has endeavored to use that best in seeking 
its own growth and expansion which in his mind 
always included a desire on the part ot white 
people to recognize, stimulate and promote the 
best in the Negro race. Wide and varied have 
been his contacts with the white race, and these 
contacts have had educative value for both races. 
Conservative both in thought and action yet firm 
in conviction of what is right and just, he has 
moved steadily forward winning by the force of 
his Christian poise and patient endurance a larger 
place in the seasoned thinking of civilized men and 
women. He has lived through many changes both 
in church and state, but he has faced them calmly, 
knowing full well that in the Providence of God 
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tilings of permanent value to human character and 
destiny shall be preserved. His strong feelings, 
his sweetness of spiritual experience and unfal
tering faith in the ultimate triumph of right have 
served to lessen the agony of conflict through 
which he has come, and led him into the joy of 
victory even in the face of apparent defeat. He 
has not lived a century without cherishing great 
hopes for his race in whose interest he has made 
such large investment in time, energy, sacrifice 
and service. 

In all these ways, Bishop Lane has been mak
ing contribution to the building of the Kingdom 
of God, for verily he believes, as his rugged char
acter and the steady purpose of his life will show, 
that the Kingdom of God will come and that His 
will will be done on earth as it is done in Heaven. 
His power as a preacher of the gospel, whose 
messages have been gladly heard by white and 
black throughout the country, especially the South
land, escapes all estimate. His sermons have been 
marked more by directness and simplicity than by 
the polish of sustained scholarship; more by con
tagious earnestness and persuasive pathos than by 
stdted rhetoric. Not alone has be preached to 
the poor but the rich as well; not alone to the un
lettered; but the powerful and learned have lis
tened to him and hung upon his word with de-
hght, inspiration and profit. To state, then, that 
he has made a contribution to the building of 
the Kingdom of God seems unnecessary, the fact 
is so apparent. Whether growing into manhood 
amidst unfavorable conditions of a slave regime; 
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people while cultivating the good will and co
operation of the white people. Many of the 
larger churches of his denomination in strategic 
centers of the country, especially in the Southwest, 
stand as a testimony to his excessive travel, mis
sionary zeal, good judgment, and sane leadership 
Cleveland, Ohio; Chicago, Illinois; Champaigne, 
Illinois; East St. Louis, Illinois; St. Louis, Mis
souri; Kansas City, Missouri; Kansas City, Kan
sas- Topeka, Kansas; Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, 
Muskogee, Oklahoma; Tulsa, Oklahoma are some 
of the great centers where the Colored Methodist 
Episcopal Church had its beginning through the 
pioneering zeal and organizing genius of this 

leader of men. 
One of the outstanding achievements of the 

labors of Bishop Lane is Lane College, an institu
tion of learning in Jackson Tennessee. Small and 
weak in its beginning, it has grown to be one o 
the leading institutions of learning owned and 
controlled by the race in the Southland This 
man of great character and lofty ambition, limited 
in his own educational opportunities, desired to 
found and promote a school for the training of 
leaders for his race. To that end he labored with 
unabated energy and unfailing devotion. He cou c 
see the great need of a trained leadership, and he 
could not be at ease until something was done 
which offered opportunities for the training of 
young men and young women to be useful citi
zens and effective workers among their people. 
And so what is now Lane College had its begin
ning under the leadership of Bishop Lane in 1882. 



whether rearing a large and highly respected 
family; or inspiring, by his own life of service, a 
struggling race; or yet cultivating good will and 
mutual respect and interest between the races; he 
has done it all in the light of his elevated con
ception of the will of God. And these efforts 
have been sealed by a devotion in his own life to 
the will of God hardly surpassed and seldom 
equalled by his contemporaries. 

His whole life is an illustration of a vital con
nection between faith and character; between be
lieving and living. This truth has been his unfail
ing and effective answer to doubts and difficulties 
created by the government of society and human 
relationships. He has had a faith in God 

"That will not shrink 
Though pressed by every foe 
That will not tremble on the brink 
Of any earthly woe 
That will not murmur nor complain 
Beneath the chastening rod 
But in the hour of grief or pain 

poufi out biting scorn upo 
It may also explain his lacl 
ccit and arrogance so prev: 
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men of a sense of the greatness of God and the 
solemnity of life. Often this gray-haired saint 
has been pained at heart to see the giddy multi
tudes chasing foolish fashions and silly supersti
tions. He is t he embodiment and expression of the 
power of a life in fellowship with God. In this 
fashion he has lived and served through one hun
dred and three years. 




