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When Is Easter?

This year, Easter is Sunday, April 12. Last 
year we celebrated Easter on March 

23 – the second earliest date ever. Unlike 
Christmas, which is always celebrated De-
cember 25, Easter varies from year to year. 
In the West, Easter ranges from March 22 
through April 25 – never earlier, never later.

easteR BiRthDays

I have occasionally enjoyed celebrating my birthday 
on Easter Sunday. It’s happened three times so far in 
my lifetime, but it won’t happen again until I’m 98. 
But then I won’t have to wait long for it to happen 
again – when I’m 104, and then 109. I may not last till 
the next few times when I’m 155 and 166 and 177. 

patriarchs did, I would celebrate my birthday again on 
Easter Sunday when I’m 318, 324, and 329 years old. 
However, none of the Genesis patriarchs ever celebrat-
ed Easter on their birthdays. Can you figure out why?

One of our children was born on Easter. Our chil-
dren have had Easter birthdays at ages 3, 8, 8, 11. 
They’ll have future Easter birthdays at ages 22, 33, 
44, 55, 70, 73, 81, 84, 87, 92, 92, 95, 98, 103, 106.

If your birthday is March 23, then last year is likely 
the only year you will ever celebrate your birthday on 
Easter. The last time Easter was on March 23 was 
96 years ago in 1913. And the next time is 152 years 
from now in 2160 A.D. 

But it’s even worse if your birthday is March 22—
you will never see your birthday fall on Easter. The 
last March 22 Easter was 190 years ago in 1818 and 
the next time will be 277 years from now in 2285. 

This year’s April 12 date for Easter is fairly com-
mon. It last occurred in 1998 and will occur again in 
2020. The most frequent date for Easter is April 19.

PassoVeR aND easteR

Last year Passover began Saturday, April 19, 2008. 
Why was it so different from Easter Sunday March 23? 
Wasn’t Jesus crucified and raised during Passover Week? 
Shouldn’t Easter and Passover coincide? Why do 
the dates change every year?

To add to the confusion, Easter is usually 
celebrated on different dates in the Eastern 
Orthodox and Western churches. In 2007 both 
East and West celebrated on April 8. Last year 
the Eastern church celebrated April 27, while 
the West celebrated March 23. This year the 
East celebrates April 19 and the West cel-
ebrates April 12.

What is the reason for the differences be-
tween Passover and the eastern and western 
Easter dates?

The reason is that different calendars and 
different rules are used to determine the dates. 
The Passover celebration begins the 15th of 
Nissan in the Hebrew calendar and lasts for 
eight days.

The confusion over Easter goes all the 
way back to the early centuries of the Chris-
tian church. In 325 A.D. the Council of Nicea 
(present-day Iznik in northwestern Turkey) 
tried to resolve the issue. The Eastern bishops 

ported scheduling Easter at Passover. Their 
primary reason was that this agreed with the 
Gospels. Moreover, most Eastern Christians 

had Jewish roots, so this fit well with their 
established tradition.

Western bishops, with few Jews in their 
areas, preferred a date connected with the 
beginning of spring to coincide with pagan 
celebrations.

The Council of Nicea could not agree 
on a dating schedule for Easter except that 
Easter would be celebrated on Sunday. 
Previously it had been celebrated on any 
day of the week. Emperor Constantine, 

who had convened the Council, distributed a post-
council letter. He urged a uniform observance of 
Easter that did not use the Jewish calendar because 
Jews had crucified Jesus. 

easteR Rules

No standard formula was used throughout the west 
till about 600-700 A.D. Then Easter was scheduled 
as the first Sunday after the first full moon after the 

spring equinox, thereby tying Easter to the start of 
spring. Some technical adjustments involve defini-
tions of “full moon” and “vernal equinox,” but this is 
approximately correct. 

The “Paschal full moon” used for determining 
Easter is an ecclesiastical date read from tables, not 
an astronomical full moon date. These tables were 
constructed in 325 A.D. so that the date for Easter 
could be calculated in advance rather than basing it 
on astronomical observations which were less predict-
able back then. 

The Paschal full moon is the first ecclesiastical full 
moon after March 20 which was the vernal equinox 
in 325 A.D. Easter is the first Sunday after the Pas-
chal full moon.

In 1582 Pope Gregory XIII revised the Julian cal-
endar (instituted by Julius Caesar) and published new 
dates for Easter. By the 1700s most of the West used 
the Gregorian calendar. 

The Eastern Church, however, still used the Ju-
lian calendar with different Easter dates. In 1923 
the Eastern Orthodox Church shifted to a modified 
Gregorian calendar and set the date by the astro-
nomical full moon at Jerusalem and the true vernal 
equinox at Jerusalem. 

The Eastern Church also requires Easter to occur 
after the Jewish Passover, since it originally oc-
curred this way. In the Eastern Orthodox church, 
Easter always falls between April 4 and May 8.

Over the years some have proposed stan-
dardizing Easter. Early in the 1900s a fixed 
date was proposed. This was approved by the 
Second Vatican Council in 1963, provided 
Christian churches reached consensus. The 
second Sunday in April is the usual suggestion, 
but no agreement has been reached.

In 1997 the World Council of Churches 
proposed a method for both East and West to 
use. The Gregorian calendar would be used and 
both vernal equinox and the Paschal full moon 
would be determined through astronomical 
calculations based at Jerusalem’s meridian. No 
action has been taken.

Easter remains variable and there is no con-
sistency between Passover, Western Easter, and 
Eastern Easter. However, the essential unifying 
factor is that Easter celebrates the resurrection 
of Jesus from the dead. His tomb is empty!
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Why do the dates change every year?

Shouldn’t Easter and Passover coincide? 

Jesus was resurrected during Passover Week.
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