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Today’s Martyrs 

Resources for understanding current Christian witness and martyrdom	

Meditation – Sanity and Solace 

Jesus wept – John 11:35 

When we Christians consider the word sacrifice, we innately know the broad outlines of the 
meaning of the word.  We understand the sacrifice of Jesus on the Cross, and of His martyrs.  We 
understand the sacrifice of a life of service and ministry to the Church.  We understand the 
sacrifice of family members to each other.  We understand children born, kitchen burns, long 
hours away at work, old age brought early.  We understand health impaired as missionaries.  We 
can even understand death from persecution. 

But the sacrifice of one’s sanity?  That would seem to be a thing too hard to ask. 

The modern world, like the Church, asks that we follow its commandments, but they are not the 
same.  Instead of “Love one another as I have loved you” it offers the popular “I AM” from 
which all else is derived.  This is not the “I AM” of the truest but still woefully inexact 
description of God, heard from the burning bush on Sinai.  It is the “I AM” of the human self, the 
autonomous imperial me that is the basis of modern law, consumption, and desire.  Euthanasia 
has grown in the modern world in large part as a dark affirmation of this me-ism, for if I were to 
disappear in a mental or neurological illness, then I would no longer exist. 

The story of Adele Dirsyte tells us the modern world is wrong 

 

Adele Dirsyte was a teacher and charity director in Vilnius, Lithuania.  
During the Second World War she helped hide Jews from the German 
occupation.  After the Soviets returned she continued to do the same for 
people trying to escape arrest and deportation, but she was caught on 
March 6, 1944.  She was sentenced to 10 years’ imprisonment on 
November 11, 1944, and then sent into the Gulag labor camp system in 
the summer of 1947. 

She arrived at a camp in Komi, possibly Ukhtpechlag, near the Arctic 
in European Russia.  The cold, hunger, work, and lack of medical care 
all weakened her.  But she spent her free moments in conversations on 
Christian faith and organized prayer meetings. 

Adele was transferred in the summer of 1949 to Ozerlag or 
Tayushetlag, near Irkutsk in eastern Siberia, when she and the other women spent long hard 
hours in railroad construction.  In the winter of 1950 she was moved to another Arctic camp in 
Kolyma in the far east, then in the summer to a camp at nearby Magadan, possibly Sevvostoklag.  
While in Kolyma she began to compose a small book (4 by 7 centimeters and 40 pages) with 



	

	

fabric covers decorated with ornamentations: the Prayer Book of Girls Exiled in Siberia.  Her 
health continued to fail. 

One day Adele discovered she could obtain the Eucharist from a priest at a nearby camp.  She 
became the person who would carry and distribute Communion in the women’s camp.  Soon the 
guards discovered her actions from their informants, and she was beaten in a cold underground 
cell.  She never stopped.  Her ministrations continued and the beatings continued.  During baths 
the other women noticed the extensive bruising on her body and her missing teeth, and they 
came to see that Adele had been selected for a slow death.  Adele refused to confirm their anger 
and asked them to pray for the guards because they were poor people. 

During the late autumn of 1953 Adele disappeared.  She was taken to a punishment cell for a 
week but did not return.  In April 1954 she returned to the Magadan camp.  She had been 
extensively tortured, but she hardly spoke about it, only once mentioning the cruelty by which 
half of her hair had been pulled out.  Most of the time her efforts to talk about her experience 
would end in semi-convulsions and cries for her parents.  Near the end of the year she was sent 
to the psychiatric ward of the camp hospital.  Adele’s friends brought her food but she refused to 
eat, telling them they needed it more than she.  She wasted away, and no fellow believer saw her 
die.  A death certificate with her name was issued on September 26, 1955 in Khabarovsk. She 
was 46 years old. 

This is a most difficult story of deep sorrow and pathos.  Adele Dirsyte appears to us as tragic 
figure.  Nothing is sadder than her delusion of food scarcity which led her to sacrifice her life for 
her friends when no sacrifice was needed.  She could not have foreseen the price she would pay 
for her commitment to Christ and His real food. Yet notice how even after the loss of her sanity 
she still maintained her concern for others.  Adele still loved and cared even after the Adele 
everyone knew had been taken away.  If there is a unique moral to this story for us today it is that 
one does not need a good mind to be a good soul.  May Adele be granted consolation and joy for 
all eternity. 
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