
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

William Whiting Borden of Yale (1887-1913) 
 

On 1 November, 1887 a son, William, was born to Charles and Elizabeth Borden 
in Chicago. He was born into a wealthy and privileged family, for his father, 
Charles, had made a fortune from the silver mines in Colorado. While Charles was 
church-going, Elizabeth his wife was clearly much more devoted to the Gospel, 
and had a large influence on her son. She took him to what became Moody Church 
in Chicago, and there, at the age of seven, he committed his life to Christ. 
 
Borden, though the son of a millionaire, had a relatively normal schooling, and 
enjoyed the usual boyhood activities. He finished at the Hill School when he was 
sixteen, and his parents decided he should be given a round-the-world trip 
because he was too young for tertiary study. His companion was Walter Erdman, 
a graduate of Princeton University and Princeton Theological Seminary. Borden 
was influenced by missionaries travelling on the same ships, and also by the 
opportunity to see heathenism in many different settings. Some years later a 
friend told him that he was ‘throwing his life away as a missionary’, to which he 
replied, ‘You have never seen heathenism’. Borden seems to have made up his 
mind to be a missionary while on his trip, because he wrote in a letter to his 
parents: ‘It seems as though the only thing to do is to prepare for the foreign field’. 
In another letter he wrote: ‘I have so much of everything in this life, and there are 
so many millions who have nothing and live in darkness’. 
 
On his return to Chicago, Borden wanted to attend Moody Bible Institute before 
going to university, but his parents thought that he should attend Yale University. 
Immediately on going there he made a stand for Christ. He refused to join any 
secret societies, and sought out as friends those who had similar spiritual 
interests. As his motto he took two verses from Psalm 119: ‘Wherewithal shall a 
young man cleanse his way? By taking heed thereto according to thy word. . . . 
Thy word have I hid in my heart that I might not sin against thee’ (verses 9 and 
11). He was burdened by the numerous poor people in New Haven where Yale 
was situated, and was involved in starting the Yale Gospel Mission. Many lives 

were touched by the Gospel, and visitors to the mission were deeply impressed 
by seeing a young millionaire so heavily involved with this type of ministry. 
While at Yale he wrote in his notebook: ‘Lord Jesus, I take hands off, as far as my 
life in concerned. I put thee on the throne of my heart’. 
 
On finishing at Yale, Borden moved to Princeton and attended the Princeton 
Theological Seminary. Among his teachers were Dr R. D. Wilson and Dr Gresham 
Machen, both of whom were involved later with the founding of Westminster 
Theological Seminary in 1929. While at seminary he taught a Sunday School class 
at the African American Episcopal Church, and gave away $70,000 to various 
Christian causes. He attended a Student Volunteer Movement conference in 
Nashville, and heard a famous American Presbyterian missionary to Muslims, Dr 
Samuel Zwemer of Egypt, speak. From that time on, he was dedicated to 
ministering to the fifteen million Muslims (the Uighirs) in north-west China. 
 
Graduating from seminary in 1912, Borden was ordained in Chicago, and then 
spent three months travelling around colleges and universities in the United 
States speaking on the need for more missionaries. In December 1912, he sailed 
for Egypt, and began study with Dr Zwemer to get the necessary knowledge of 
Arabic language and culture in preparation for going to China. But around Easter 
1913 he developed cerebral meningitis and died on April 9. In his funeral 
address, Dr Zwemer said that Borden ‘felt that life consisted not in “the 
abundance of things that man possesseth”, but in the abundance of things which 
possess the man’. The American newspapers carried the details of his life and 
death, amazed that such a young man with great ability and wealth should have 
thought of hiding his life as a missionary. His devotion was seen also in the fact 
that in his will he left his fortune to a range of Christian organisations. He never 
saw the Muslims of western China, but inspired many other young Christians to 
commit their lives to proclaiming the Gospel. 
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