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Sabina Wurmbrand: 
Tortured for Christ

T he guards in the hard-labor camp picked 
up Sabina Wurmbrand, held her by one 
arm and one leg, and heaved her into the 

rocky canal the women in the prison camp had 
been working on. She thought she had broken a 
number of ribs, but since there was no medical care 
available in the prison, she could not be sure. She 
had been teaching Bible studies and praying with 
the women in her dormitory, so the guards wanted 
to make an example of her. They wanted to show 
the other women what would happen to them if 
they kept up their religious activities.

Sabina Wurmbrand was imprisoned and tor-
tured by the Communists in Romania for her faith 
in Jesus Christ in the 1950s before the fall of the 
Communist regime. She was the godly, devoted 
wife of Pastor Richard Wurmbrand and served with 



Beyond Suffering: Ten Women Who Overcame

18

him in ministering to the underground church in 
Romania for years. 

While her husband was in prison, Sabina orga-
nized the women and the few Christians left who 
were not in prison. She carried on ministry, just as 
she had worked beside her husband for so many 
years. The Communists told her that if she would 
renounce her faith, they would let him go. She re-
fused. They then told her that if she would give 
them names of other Christians, they would set 
him free. Again, she refused.

Richard Wurmbrand spoke warmly and openly 
about God’s faithfulness to him in prison when he 
stayed with us in Dallas, Texas, for a week. At one 
point he had tuberculosis, and his captors thought 
he would surely die. Years later, after his release, 
Richard told me and my family that his lungs were 
as riddled as cheesecloth. So they put him in the 
“dying room,” where those who had no hope were 
kept until they left this earth. For three years he lay 
there telling everyone who was placed in the room 
about the saving love of Jesus Christ. He said the 
room became a gateway to the entrance of heaven. 
Men would be brought in, find the peace, love, and 
forgiveness of Jesus, and be ushered into eternal life 
by all the believers in the room.

During this time, Sabina Wurmbrand worked 
quietly in the background. She dressed like a peas-
ant, wore a babushka on her head, and carried on 
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the work of the ministry that she and her husband 
had done together. Her husband had written nu-
merous books, which they sold at their appearanc-
es. She had written one, The Pastor’s Wife,1 telling 
her story. 

Sabina made sure to let her husband shine, 
always putting him first. I thought her book was 
better than his, but of course I never told Pastor 
Wurmbrand that. I loved both of them very much. 
Her English was also better than his, and she was 
an excellent speaker, but she never spoke in public 
if he was present. People may find this old-fash-
ioned, but Sabina and Richard shared a wonderful 
mutual admiration and love. He adored her and in-
troduced her whenever he spoke: “I would like you 
to meet my beautiful wife.” He could never have 
achieved what he did without her.

When the Communists took over Romania af-
ter World War II, they quickly enslaved the coun-
try, forcing people to submit to them or suffer the 
consequences. They gathered the religious leaders 
in an auditorium. Sabina and Richard Wurmbrand 
were both Christian leaders and were included 
in the gathering. One by one, the pastors went 
to the microphone and stated that Communism 
and Christianity were compatible. They agreed 
to become state churches and comply with what-
ever the Communist regime ordered them to do.
1  Sabina Wurmbrand, The Pastor’s Wife (Bartlesville, Oklaho-
ma: Living Sacrifice Book Company, 1970).
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Sabina sat with her husband and encouraged 
him to go forward and speak the truth about true 
Christianity and Communism. They listened with 
dismay as one after another religious leader capitu-
lated. They knew enough about Communism and 
its effects on the Christian churches in other coun-
tries to know that the Communist leaders were 
not telling the truth. Finally Sabina urged Richard 
to go up and take a stand for Jesus Christ. Jesus’s 
teaching, they both knew, was in direct opposition 
to the teachings and practices of Communism. 

“If I go,” he warned, “you will no longer have 
a husband.” 

She answered bravely, “I don’t want a coward 
for a husband.”

Pastor Wurmbrand went forward, took the mi-
crophone, and began speaking about Jesus Christ. 
He explained that Communism teaches that reli-
gion is a crutch and an opiate of the people. Wurm-
brand preached that Jesus Christ must always come 
first in our hearts and lives, and that Communism 
or any other political philosophy must bow to the 
truth of Jesus.

Quickly the Communists in charge ran up, 
cut the cord of the microphone, and hustled Pas-
tor Wurmbrand out of the assembly. Sabina and 
Richard Wurmbrand continued ministering to the 
underground church, but they knew that their days 
of freedom were numbered.
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Sabina was born July 10, 1913, into a Jewish 
family in Czernowitz, a city in the Austro-Hungar-
ian Empire in what is now the Ukraine. During 
World War II, Romania was occupied, and Sabina’s 
parents, two sisters, and one brother died in Nazi 
concentration camps.

Sabina had studied languages at the Sorbonne 
in Paris and was studying law when she met and 
married Richard Wurmbrand at age twenty-three. 
He was proud of his wife and used to brag that she 
was a lawyer. He was also Jewish, and they were 
very much in love. 

In their first year of marriage, Richard came 
down with tuberculosis and was sent to the moun-
tains of Romania to recuperate. There they were 
converted by a devout Christian man, and both of 
their lives changed dramatically. Having accepted 
Jesus Christ as their Savior, Richard gave up his job 
as a stockbroker and Sabina stopped her work as 
a lawyer. They began working in the underground 
church. The Wurmbrands spent the first twelve 
years of their marriage rescuing Jewish children 
from ghettos, teaching in bomb shelters, and be-
ing arrested for underground Christian activities. 
With the end of World War II came thousands of 
Russian troops and severe Communist control. The 
Wurmbrands expanded their underground activi-
ties. Sabina witnessed to the Russian soldiers, or-
ganized camps for religious leaders, and conducted 
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street meetings with gatherings of up to five thou-
sand people.

With their underground work, Sabina and 
Richard both knew they could end up in prison 
or lose their lives. Richard purposefully read Lives 
of the Saints, studying those who had endured tor-
ture, preparing himself for the worst. 

In 1948, Pastor Wurmbrand was denounced 
by a traitorous friend, arrested, and sent to prison. 
Sabina cared for their young son and carried on the 
work of the ministry without her beloved Richard. 

Pastor Wurmbrand suffered for fourteen years 
in prison, three years in solitary confinement. Sa-
bina herself was sent to a hard labor camp for three 
years. 

Sabina said that when the Christian men were 
sent to prison, the women simply took up the min-
istry. Almost all the pastors and leaders had been 
incarcerated by the Communists, leaving a vacuum 
of leadership. The women did not sit around and 
discuss theologically whether they were doctrinally 
correct in filling the vacuum. The need was there in 
the body of Christ, so the women filled the need.

The Communists did not expect the women to 
be so strong and keep the underground church go-
ing, according to Sabina,2 so after three years they 
rounded up the Christian women as well and put 
them in prisons and hard-labor camps.
2  Sabina Wurmbrand, The Pastor’s Wife (Bartlesville, Oklaho-
ma: Living Sacrifice Book Company, 1970).
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Sabina was put in a slave-labor camp with oth-
er religious women and political prisoners who 
were persecuted by the Communists in Romania in 
the 1940s. In prison, she taught Bible studies and 
ministered to the women as best she could, and the 
guards knew it. They didn’t like it. At the first op-
portunity, the guards held her by one arm and one 
leg and threw her into the canal the women were 
filling with rocks.

She thought she broke a rib and fractured other 
bones, but since no medical care was available in 
the camp, she did not know. She kept on minister-
ing, urging women to trust Jesus and love God and 
follow His ways. 

Sabina worked with hundreds of other women 
in the slave-labor camp, where they had to break 
up rocks and throw them into a canal. The rocks 
tore their clothes and made them look like rags. 
The women missed their children and wondered 
how they were surviving with no parents—some 
of the children living on the streets. The women 
were beaten, and their faces were usually streaked 
with dirt, blood, and tears.3 One night she was en-
closed, as punishment, standing in a box with nails 
sticking out from the sides aimed at her body. She 
could not relax or the nails would press into her 
skin. She was left in the stand-up box all night. She 
said that she could not have made it through the 

3  Wurmbrand, The Pastor’s Wife.
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night if she had not prayed the whole time in her 
prayer language. 

Sabina continued her Christian ministry. She 
led the women in secret Bible studies and prayer 
meetings in the prison dorms. One night they lay 
on the cement under a bed so that the guards would 
not see them. She said it was like paradise being to-
gether. With no printed Bible allowed, they took 
turns reciting Scriptures they had memorized. One 
woman had memorized the sixth chapter of Acts, 
telling of the stoning of Stephen, the first Christian 
martyr. The Bible says his face shone like an angel 
as they stoned him to death.

This story made a great impression on a lady 
who had been very wealthy. Her husband had been 
imprisoned because he was the political leader of 
the opposition party to the Communists. She asked 
what beauty parlor Stephen had gone to. Sabina ex-
plained to her that Stephen had not gone to a beau-
ty parlor but that his faith in Jesus Christ gave him 
an inner joy which radiated outward. This woman 
accepted Jesus as her Savior, and her face shone like 
an angel’s face there in the prison.

Sabina and Richard both talked about the pain 
of never seeing children, colors, green grass, or trees 
while in prison. The women missed their own chil-
dren immeasurably. Once they were told if they did 
a certain amount of work, they would be able to see 
their children, but only with guards watching and 
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only for ten minutes. They worked very hard. Sabi-
na planned for days what she would say to Mikael, 
their son. When she finally faced him, he looked so 
frail and weak that she forgot all she had planned to 
say and was speechless. He also had planned many 
speeches but when he saw his mother in rags, beat-
en down, dirty, her face smeared with blood, he 
forgot everything he had planned to tell her. Soon 
the guards took him away, and desperate to give 
him her best, she shouted out, “Mikael, love Jesus 
with all your heart!”

When Sabina was released from prison, she 
found her son to be a committed Christian, ready 
to fight for the kingdom of God. He came to 
America with his parents and did a great deal of 
work helping refugees. 

After Sabina was released from prison, she still 
had to live in poverty and under house arrest for a 
number of years. While Richard was still in pris-
on, the authorities repeatedly told her that if she 
would give up her faith and renounce Jesus, they 
would release her husband. She refused. Then they 
told her that he had died. She refused to believe 
them. A man who was released from the same pris-
on that her husband was in told her that he had 
heard him preach through the wooden walls of his 
cell. Although he was in solitary confinement, Pas-
tor Wurmbrand knew prisoners were being taken 
down the hall outside his room, even though they 
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had to wear socks so as not to make any noise. So 
The Pastor, as he was lovingly called in Romania, 
preached in a loud voice through the walls so that 
the other prisoners could hear him. He preached 
about the love of God and the saving power of Je-
sus Christ.

He was released in 1964. In 1965, the Wurm-
brands and their son were ransomed from the Ro-
manian government for $10,000 by a group of 
Christians in Sweden. If there were one word to 
describe the Wurmbrands’ living epistle, it would 
be forgiveness. They prayed for their enemies, held 
no bitterness, resentment, or unforgiveness towards 
their captors, and prayed for their salvation.

The Wurmbrands traveled through England 
after leaving Sweden and arrived in the United 
States. Pastor Wurmbrand testified in the US Sen-
ate hearings, telling the world of the horrors of the 
treatment of Christians and others by the Com-
munists. He took off his shirt and showed TV au-
diences the scars on his back where he had been 
cruelly whipped. 

Sabina helped Richard start the ministry the 
Voice of the Martyrs to alert the world to the plight 
of persecuted believers around the world, but al-
ways they preached forgiveness. Sabina and Rich-
ard worked together in this ministry until Sabina 
went to her eternal reward in 2000. Richard fol-
lowed his wife to heaven two years later. Their work 
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continues through the Voice of the Martyrs. Their 
message is sometimes not popular. It is hard for 
people living so comfortably in America to think 
about Christians who are suffering physically, fi-
nancially, emotionally, and psychologically in other 
parts of the world. 

The Wurmbrands traveled throughout the 
United States, telling their stories, preaching the 
gospel, and asking Christians to “Remember the 
prisoners, as though in prison with them, and those 
who are ill-treated, since you yourselves also are in 
the body” (Heb. 13:3 nasb).

Sabina preached by her life that it is an honor 
to suffer for Christ, that it was her choice and her 
privilege. Sabina and Richard could easily have ob-
tained their freedom by renouncing their faith. But 
they did not, could not, and would not deny their 
beloved Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. And God 
used their suffering in their ministries to help those 
who are still suffering for Christ.

Getting Personal

When my husband filed for divorce in 2010, 
I experienced great emotional suffering. I went to 
live with my parents in New Orleans, Louisiana. 
For one year all I could do was walk in Audu-
bon Park, pray, and go to Bible studies. I couldn’t 
work, could hardly function, and felt like my life 
was over. I have heard that the greater the loss, the 
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greater the grief. My loss was great, as was my grief. 
Grief is something that simply must be experienced 
and worked through. 

I wanted to be healed and to be able to live life 
to the fullest. I found a Christian book on healing. 
It said that the first thing you must do to be healed 
is to have no blame. That means we cannot blame 
God, blame ourselves, or blame others for what we 
are suffering. Many people believe they are doing 
the right thing even when they hurt other people. 
Most people are doing the best they can, and hurts 
sometimes just happen. I am sure my husband 
thought he was making the best decision he could 
at the time he filed for divorce, so I do not blame 
him. I stopped blaming myself for the failure of 
our marriage, and if I ever blamed God, I stopped 
that too.

I had a lot of anger that I was not aware of 
during this time. I have heard that anger turned 
inward can cause depression. I definitely suffered 
from depression. I endured all the negative emo-
tions that accompany grief from divorce or loss of a 
loved one. Anger, depression, guilt, loneliness, and 
many other symptoms of grief were hard to endure. 
I was not even aware of my anger until a friend 
pointed out that she heard anger in my voice. I 
cried a lot. I had to pray a lot and work through the 
emotions to be set free from my anger. Praying for 
those who had hurt me helped me work through 
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my anger. Praying about my situation and asking 
God for guidance and healing definitely helped. 
Reading Scripture and studying the Bible helped 
me. 

Forgiveness came next. Forgiveness is a deci-
sion of the will and a process. It is not a feeling. 
It often requires ongoing work. Sabina’s example 
of forgiveness helped me to forgive. She had suf-
fered so much more than I had, and she forgave 
and prayed for her captors. Surely I could forgive 
my husband and those who had encouraged him 
to divorce me and marry someone else. My heart 
was broken, but healing required total forgiveness 
from my heart.

Getting to know the Wurmbrands

After graduating from Dallas Theological Sem-
inary in Dallas, Texas, my then-husband had run 
for office in our district so that he could serve God 
in politics. I began visiting gatherings of people to 
help him build support. Looking through our local 
newspaper, I saw a picture of the clenched hands 
from the cover of Tortured for Christ, written by 
Pastor Richard Wurmbrand. Pastor Wurmbrand 
and his wife, Sabina, were going to visit a church 
in our area, and I was thrilled to take my children 
to hear them.

I had first heard about the Wurmbrands from 
my mother. My mom had been impressed by Pas-
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tor Wurmbrand’s suffering for Christ in Commu-
nist Romania, and she had given many copies of 
his book, Tortured for Christ, to family and friends. 
The cover of the book showed two hands hand-
cuffed and raised in agony. I had not read it, be-
cause I did not want to read about human suffer-
ing. But when Pastor Wurmbrand came to speak at 
the church near us, I had the glorious opportunity 
of meeting Sabina Wurmbrand. 

Sabina was warm and welcoming and talk-
ed personally with each one of my children. She 
signed my Bible at Psalm 34, one of her favorites. 
There were very few people in the church, and Sa-
bina spent a long time with us. I believe she wrote 
in our children’s Bibles as well. She and Richard 
both loved children and made ours feel very special.

While we were waiting to hear the Wurm-
brands, our oldest daughter, Christy, asked if she 
could go forward in the church to tell Richard hel-
lo. Of course I agreed, so she went up to introduce 
herself. He took her upon his lap and held her until 
he got up to preach. She was about eight years old 
and was thrilled with the attention.

I did not know when we met Sabina in Dal-
las that she and her husband would later be stay-
ing with my parents in New Orleans for a week to 
speak at churches, Bible studies, and Sunday school 
classes. Shortly after I met her, I was able to go and 
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stay with them and help with their visit to my par-
ents’ house in New Orleans, Louisiana.

Later the Wurmbrands stayed with our family 
for a week in Dallas while they spoke at churches 
and Bible studies. Having the Wurmbrands stay in 
our home for a week was a great blessing for our 
family. We loved being with them. They were so 
humble, so loving, and so kind. One night after 
dinner, Pastor Wurmbrand gave us all commu-
nion, and he personally gave the bread to each of 
our children. I have a picture of that evening that I 
treasure. They required a private bedroom and bath 
and no visitors and we were glad to accommodate 
them. After every meal, Pastor Wurmbrand said he 
needed to rest and would go to their room. Sabi-
na would smile and indicate to us that he was not 
really resting. We understood that he went to com-
mune with God. They were both totally immersed 
in the reality and presence of God, always ready to 
minister and let God’s love flow through them.

While they were staying with us in Dallas, they 
spoke at churches and Bible studies. Pastor Criswell 
of the First Baptist Church of Dallas was open to 
Pastor Wurmbrand’s message. He said “Yes!” when 
I asked if Pastor Wurmbrand could speak. Before 
they came, I had seven months to prepare for their 
visit, but I doubted I could get ready in time. The 
Lord encouraged me through His Word: “Do not 
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be afraid any longer, but go on speaking and do 
not be silent; for I am with you, and no man will 
attack you in order to harm you, for I have many 
people in this city (Acts 18:9–10 nasb). So I began 
calling and asking, calling and asking. Many doors 
were closed, but those God had arranged before-
hand opened. This illustrates Ephesians 2:10: “For 
we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus 
for good works, which God prepared beforehand, 
that we should walk in them” (nasb).

When Sabina was with us in Dallas, I was 
amazed at how mild mannered, kind, and quiet she 
was. She was the main support of her more famous 
husband, and she was used by God as marvelously 
as her husband.

They were both so forgiving, loving, and hum-
ble. I learned a great deal about forgiveness from 
them, and their example helped me to forgive any 
who had hurt me. Remembering Sabina’s kind and 
tender ways helped me.

When the Wurmbrands were staying with us, 
my husband was in awe of all that Pastor Wurm-
brand had been through and asked Richard to ex-
plain the purpose of suffering. Pastor Wurmbrand 
said, “You are asking the wrong question. It is as if 
you are asking, ‘What is the melody of a peach?’”

We tried to think of different ways to ask the 
question, but we were stumped. He would not 
elaborate or give any of the routine answers as to 
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why bad things happen to good people. My hus-
band kept pressing Pastor Wurmbrand. Finally he 
turned to us as if he were giving away top-secret 
classified information and declared, “Cheap love is 
worthless.” 

That ended the conversation. What could we 
say to this couple who had suffered so much that 
the power of God emanated from them? Their love 
was not worthless.

Sabina was much easier for me to understand 
and to relate to than her enigmatic husband. Her 
simplicity, devotion, love, and kindness deeply 
moved me. I will never forget her. She has gone to 
heaven now, but her suffering for Christ inspired 
me and helps me to endure the small trials God 
blesses me with.

Once when my then-husband and I struggled 
financially, I remembered Sabina and her courage 
and patience while suffering. It made my trials easi-
er to bear. My life was so much easier than hers had 
been physically, so how could I complain? Once 
while I was disciplining the children and trying to 
teach them to do the right things, I became angry 
and frustrated. The memory of Sabina’s sweetness, 
kindness, and long suffering helped me to regain 
control. She had a great calming effect on me.
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Let’s Talk

1. What do you know about the persecution of 
Christians in other parts of the world minis-
tered to by Voice of the Martyrs?

2. Does anything in your own life relate to what 
Sabina suffered? 

3. Why do you believe God allows suffering in the 
Christian life?

4. Can you think of a time you suffered as a nor-
mal part of life and then saw God bring great 
good out of your sufferings?

5. What Scriptures come to mind when you think 
of Sabina and her life?

6. Can you share about a time when you suffered 
for being a Christian? How did you handle it? 
Did God help you? What was the outcome?


