San Juan celebrations by the Huallaga River in Shapaja, near Tarapoto. Photo Credit: Tony Dunnell

Today is a holiday in Peru, especially in the jungle along the Ucayali River. John the
Baptist may well be called the patron saint of the Peruvian Amazon. His association
with water is particularly relevant in the jungle of Peru, as rivers are the foundation of
the economies of many communities.The holiday is called the Festival de San Juan Festival of St. John the Baptist, remembering his beheading by Herod, at the request of
Herodias - at the same time both Herod’s former sister-in-law, now at the time of
Herod’s birthday party, also his wife.
The story is told simply and straight-forwardly in Matthew 14:1-13…and in more detail
by Mark (6:14-29). There is, as so often today, a bloody mix of religious fervor, political
intrigue and personal family dysfunction.
“At that time Herod the tetrarch heard the reports about Jesus, and he said to his
attendants, “This is John the Baptist; he has risen from the dead! That is why miraculous
powers are at work in him.”
Now Herod had arrested John and bound him and put him in prison because of
Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, for John had been saying to him: “It is not lawful for you
to have her.” Herod wanted to kill John, but he was afraid of the people, because they
considered John a prophet.
On Herod’s birthday the daughter of Herodias danced for the guests and pleased Herod
so much that he promised with an oath to give her whatever she asked. Prompted by her
mother, she said, “Give me here on a platter the head of John the Baptist.” The king was
distressed, but because of his oaths and his dinner guests, he ordered that her request be
granted and had John beheaded in the prison. His head was brought in on a platter and
given to the girl, who carried it to her mother. John’s disciples came and took his body and
buried it. Then they went and told Jesus. When Jesus heard what had happened, he
withdrew by boat privately to a solitary place.”

Herod Antipas - the “king” of the Jews in this story - was one of three sons of Herod
the Great, who ruled when Jesus was born. In truth he was simply a local dictator
under the governance of Rome. (When Jesus was later arrested, the Roman governor
Pilate - seeing nothing other than a religious dispute in the Jewish leaders charging him
with a crime, sent Jesus to Herod for interrogation.)
At the party Salome, the daughter of Herodias, came and danced for her step-father, a
dance which apparently so inflamed his lust that he promised to giver her whatever she
asked for as a gift, up to half of his kingdom - an oath which - as a subject of Rome he could not politically honor. Salome went to the women’s dining hall to ask her
mother for advice; Herodias replied: “I want the head of John the Baptist presented on
a silver platter!” (14:8). In front of his guests and because of his oath, he had John the
Baptist beheaded.
Celebrating the Festival of San Juan Bautista
The day itself can be as relaxed or as lively as you wish – a few hours spent by the
river or a two-day blitz of drinking and dancing. On the morning of the festival, locals
pack up their food and drink and head to the riverbanks for a day of eating, drinking
and swimming. Groups of men stand around talking football and passing round bottles
of beer, as is the custom in Peru. Little children scurry and splash about while wives
hand out the results of the previous day’s labour: the traditional juane.
Juanes, named in honour of San Juan himself, are parcels of seasoned rice,
chicken, egg and an olive or two wrapped up in green and waxy bijao leaves. Said to
look like the head of Saint John, carried on a platter after his beheading, juanes are a
standard snack throughout the year.
The women of the jungle, with their simmering pots,
prepare massive amounts of juanes on the eve of the San
Juan festival. The parcels are prepared with extra care and
certainly no shortage of pride; they will be exchanged
between families and friends, so only the best will do. The
friendly, festive Peruvians often give a juane or two to stray
gringos, those poor wanderers with no home or kitchen to
call their own.
It’s a good idea to pace yourself as you drink and eat in the heat of the jungle sun.
As night begins to fall, many of the revelers move from the riverbanks back to the
towns and cities, where the drinking begins afresh. Discos remain lively until the early
hours while traditional dances, known as pandillas, provide more opportunities to skip
and stomp through the celebratory night.
Understandably, the following day tends to get oﬀ to a slow start. The locals rouse
themselves from their unusually late slumbers and pass the day in relaxed fashion.
School kids parade through the streets with paper lanterns, leftover juanes are passed
around and the sun beats down as always. With Saint John freshly honoured and the
riverbanks coated with bijao leaves, the Festival of San Juan slowly slides away until
the following year.

On a family note…Ruth’s family greatly enjoys their juanes. However, they do not make
them round, resembling the Baptist’s severed head! Instead they shape them more like
a loaf of bread, so as not to dishonor John’s witness.

