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Salome Dances for Peace 
 
Let us pray… 
 
The scripture passage Jane just read for us is a strange one.  The gospel of Mark is a 
short gospel without much detail, and smack in the middle is a dramatic story with lots 
of detail, in which Jesus doesn’t even appear!  That kind of aberration makes me really 
curious about a passage.  Doing more research I found out that there is actual historic 
evidence to back up this story!  The Jewish historian Josephus reports that King Herod 
had John killed because his influence was growing.  And it is Josephus who tells us that 
the dancing daughter of Herodias was named Salome. 
 
Salome gets a pretty bad rap in literature and preaching; she’s a temptress, using her 
feminine wiles to manipulate Herod and benefit her mother.  But, of course, we don’t 
know what really happened - what the different motivations were of all the characters in 
this story.  I’ve been thinking of it a bit differently this week.  Remembering that these 
scripture passages were stories shared aloud for decades before they were written 
down, with all kinds of variations and interpretations before written text forced the 
selection of “official versions”, I imagine someone in the early church might have told 
the story like this... 
 
It is not what Salome meant to happen.  She hadn’t interacted much with her step-
father, King Herod, ever since her mother had divorced her father to marry her uncle.  
Salome kept to the women’s court, sewing and strolling and sharing the news of the 
day.  And dancing, of course.  Salome had always loved to dance, and in the royal court 
there were people about at all times, ready to make music and join together in the 
whirling and spinning of the traditional dances.   
 
Salome didn’t particularly like dancing in public, however.  It was something she did for 
herself, not as a performance.  Dancing filled her with joy, lifted her up out of her daily 
life, far away from the drama and politics of the royal court.  She thought of the story of 
King David, dancing with holy abandon before the ark of the Covenant, the home of the 
Torah.  Salome felt that she, too, danced as a way to honor God, danced as a way to 
connect to God, danced as a way to reveal God in the world. 
 
And so, to say the least, she wasn’t at all happy when her mother told her she must 
dance for the guests at King Herod’s birthday celebration.  She knew the men would be 
drunk and leering; it seemed a sacrilege for her to dance in the midst of that.  But her 
mother – her forceful, scheming, political mother – made it clear that Salome’s dancing 
at the party was not up for debate.  And so she entered the grand room, the air heavy 
with sweat and food and the fumes of liquor.  She began to dance, awkwardly at first, 
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she was so uncomfortable with these old men leering at her.  But soon they faded away, 
and the dance overtook her, and Salome was, once again, dancing for God. 
 
When the music ended, Salome was surprised to find herself back in the royal hall; it 
was as if she’d been transported.  The room was thunderous with shouts and applause, 
but before Salome could take it in, King Herod called her over, his words slurring 
slightly.  He was glowing with pride at how delighted his friends were with the evening’s 
entertainment, high on their adulations and encouragement.  Feeling such power, he 
proclaimed to Salome, “Ask me for whatever you wish, and I will give it.  [I swear to 
you!]  Whatever you ask me, I will give you, even half of my kingdom.”  Salome had no 
clue how to respond to such an offer, it was her inclination to graciously decline such an 
oath, but she knew her mother would want to use King Herod’s public declaration to her 
own advantage, and she did not dare displease her mother.  So Salome found 
Herodias, and sought her instructions.  “You must ask for the head of John the 
baptizer”, Herodias told Salome.  And the girl felt sick with dread.   
 
Herodias hated John the baptizer.  It was bad enough that he preached repentance for 
sin and condemning all that was fun in life.  Even worse that he publicly condemned 
her, Herodias, for leaving her husband, Philip, and marrying his more powerful brother, 
King Herod.  But worst of all was the influence John had over Herod.  John had been 
imprisoned months ago, a threat to the court in the face of his popularity.  But ever 
since, Herod regularly visited with John, and listened to him go on and on about the 
coming of God into this world and the need to create a place of justice and peace.  
Herod didn’t do the things John told him to do, didn’t share the kingdom’s wealth with 
the widows and the orphans, didn’t go down to the river to repent and be baptized by 
John’s disciples, didn’t send Herodias back to Philip.  At least, so far he hadn’t.  But 
Herodias wasn’t sure how long Herod would resist John’s preaching.  She needed him 
silenced forever. 
 
Salome was sickened as she returned to the court, compelled to carry out her mother’s 
command.  She could barely speak as she told Herod, “I want you to give me at once 
the head of John the Baptist on a platter.”  The platter was her own addition, a way to 
save herself from holding the head itself, an attempt to give some dignity to the man 
whose betrayal and death she had set in motion, just by dancing. 
 
Now it was Herod’s turn to feel sick.  It had been one thing to put John in prison, he had 
actually been able to convince himself that he was protecting the baptizer.  Now his 
conniving wife had tricked him into doing away with John.  Of course, he could just say 
no – he was king, after all – but all his friends and political peers were witnesses to this 
little drama.  What would they think of him if he backed down from an oath, if he 
protected a prisoner who didn’t hesitate to preach against him.  He couldn’t let himself 
be seen as weak, he couldn’t afford to sacrifice his power to save someone like John, 
he had no choice but to send the guards to kill John.  At least he could blame it on 
Herodias.  It wasn’t his fault. 
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And so a soldier was sent to behead John in prison.  The head of John the Baptist was 
then placed upon a platter, and given to Salome, who moved on leaden feet to give it to 
her mother Herodias.  Salome wasn’t sure she’d ever dance again. 
 
The people in the court knew they were watching an old story often told:   
the righteous man (John) in the wicked court (the Herodians);  
powerful leaders shifting blame for their evil acts –  
 Herod blaming Herodias;  
women seeking to get power any way they can in the face of patriarchy –   
 Herodias’ plotting;  
rash vows leading to disaster –  
 Herod’s drunken promise.   
The texts were full of tales like these, the singers sung these stories again and again.  
There was nothing new under the sun – power and shame and hatred were conspiring 
to bring death to the world.  The beheading of John the Baptist was quickly yesterday’s 
news, for those in the court. 
 
But not for Salome.  All she knew was that she had danced, and a man had died.  She 
felt that the dancing that once connected her to the holy was now poisoned forever.  
She took to sitting in the shadows of the court, trying to make herself invisible so she 
would cause no further damage.  That’s how she happened to hear Herod scurrying 
around, moaning the dead man’s name:  John the baptizer.  Herod was sure he was 
back, and stronger than ever, preaching even more loudly, healing even more wounded, 
drawing even more crowds!  The Force that Herodias had sought to destroy was back 
with a vengeance.  The prophet could not be stopped!  Herod shook with fear – would 
John seek his revenge?   
 
Salome knew she should be afraid, but instead, her heart felt glad for the first time since 
her mother had commanded her to seek the Baptist’s head.  If John was back, then she 
hadn’t been an instrument of murder.  If she hadn’t brought about anyone’s death, then 
she could be freed from the shackles of guilt and grief.  It John was alive, perhaps 
Salome could dance again.   
 
And so Salome snuck out of the royal courts, seeking the crowds that followed the 
reborn John the Baptist.  Finally she found him, off in a field, surrounded by thousands 
of people.  At first she was heartbroken, for this was not the head she’d carried on the 
platter.  But she found herself drawn into the crowd.  And as she watched, this not-
John-the-baptist took a few loaves of bread and a couple baskets of fish, asked God to 
bless them, then gave the food to his disciples to distribute.  Salome wondered how the 
man’s followers would decide who got fed and who went hungry, for from her vantage 
point at the back of the crowd she could clearly see that there was not enough food for 
all.  And so imagine her surprise when the baskets came her way, each one still 
overflowing with pieces of fish and bread.  Somehow there was food enough and more 
to feed the overwhelming crowd!  This man was not John the Baptist – no! – this man 
must be greater than John.  Salome ate the bread and the fish, and felt her spirits rise.  
How different this feast was from her step-father’s:  Herod’s feast in a lavish room with 
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rich food brought nothing but death; this feast in a rough field with scraps of fish and 
bread brought each person life. 
 
Moving among the crowd, Salome learned that this man’s name was Jesus, that he was 
John’s cousin, that John had baptized Jesus but declared that Jesus was the greater 
one, that John had declared that Jesus was full of the Holy Spirit.  Salome heard, as 
well, that people were worried about Jesus’ future.  The death of John the Baptist 
revealed the fate of those who preach against the Powers That Be and call for justice 
and peace.  It was feared that John’s death was a foreshadowing of Jesus’ fate, that it 
was only a matter of time until the religious and political leaders would seek to 
permanently silence Jesus as well.  Salome thought such a fear was unfounded; how 
could a man with this much miraculous power, with this great a crowd, how could he be 
vulnerable to the whims of people like her mother and step-father?  Salome found 
herself winding through the crowd, closer and closer to the teacher at it’s center.  As 
she came near to Jesus, she heard his voice, as soothing and uplifting and energizing 
as the most beautiful music.  She felt his presence, his warmth and compassion and 
strength flowed over the crowd.  She heard his words, “The kindom of God has come 
near!”  And then Salome realized she was no longer walking in the crowd, she was 
dancing!  The whole community was dancing, swaying and sweeping, caught up in a 
holy pattern of joy. 
 
On and on they danced.  They danced for food for those who were hungry.  They 
danced for shelter for those who were cold.  They danced for solidarity with those who 
were lonely.  They danced for hope for those who were grieving.  They danced for 
forgiveness for those who were guilty.  They danced for freedom for those who were 
shackled.  They danced for peace for all who were at war.  They danced for strength for 
those who were weary.  They danced for courage for those who were struggling.  They 
danced for love for those who felt empty.  They danced God’s will, God’s way, God’s 
vision for the world.  They danced and danced and danced. 
 
As dusk fell, Salome considered returning to the royal court.  She could go back to the 
hall of power and prestige.  She could do what was expected of her.  She could obey 
the rules and stay in the lines.  Or…she could dance.  She could join a community that 
was working for justice, she could be part of a family that was seeking to practice 
equality, she could stand up for those who were weak and oppressed.  She could dance 
for God, she could dance with God.  After all, Salome’s dancing itself was a gift from 
God; she wanted her dancing to gift others in God’s name.  And so Salome did not 
return to Herod and Herodias.  She went with Jesus, to dance with God, the Lord of the 
Dance.  Amen. 
 


