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Guest Column by Farrell Brown 

The date of Easter Sunday, a so-called movable feast day in the Christian Church year, may seem a mystery to many who celebrate it. There are 35 possible dates in the spring season for celebrating a one-time event. Why is this? The answer is found in decisions made several centuries after the inception of that faith. And why do most of the Eastern Orthodox Christian Churches observe Easter 13 days after the rest of Christendom? This answer resides in the reactions to a papal decree in 1582. The historical recount of these events is enlightening. 

In order to understand the wandering of Easter, an appreciation of calendars employed in the Biblical lands around 30 AD is necessary. The Julian or solar-based calendar of the Roman Empire had been in place for about 70 years but it did not supplant the lunar calendar (354 days per year) that was the chart and compass of 2,000 years of Jewish history. The incongruence of the two calendars had impaired historical recordings in the Eastern Mediterranean and environs since the dual systems began. Overarching this was the fact that Jesus’ followers did not bother to record the exact date of his resurrection. It was known only to have occurred in the spring. Some Biblical scholars attribute this to an absolute faith in his eminent return to Earth and mortal time, therefore, was not important. 

Three hundred years later in the reign of the Roman Emperor Constantine, Christianity was beginning to spread though out the Empire. In order to solidify the movement, a systematic ordering of religious festivals and days was essential. A pressing need was consistency of a date for celebrating Easter. This was one of eight major topics considered by priests and bishops at a meeting in 325 in Niacea, in present-day Turkey. The meeting reflected the deep animosity of Christians toward the Jews about their role in the death of Jesus. One particular canon guaranteed that Easter would never fall on the beginning the Jewish Passover. However, there were divisions among the various churches represented and the Easter accord was tenuous. Christians in the important churches of Antioch and Syria still relied on the Jewish or lunar calendar. On the other hand, Christians in Alexandria and Rome determined their Easter date from the solar year. The rule of the accord, commonly stated, is that Easter shall fall on the first Sunday following the first full moon following the spring equinox. 
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The 35-day span where Easter can occur (March 22 - April 25, inclusive) is now understandable: the first Sunday after the first full moon after the spring equinox may follow the equinox by as few as two days or as many as 37 days. The process for determining the date for Easter included features of both the sun (the equinox) and moon (full phase) - a clear political compromise for the gathered religious factions. For the moon had its’ core of adherents who insisted that it retain its historical place. It is solely the inclusion of the moon that causes the wandering of the date of Easter. Although a bit awkward, it was nonetheless a straightforward procedure for the few scholars in the year 325. Unfortunately, the Julian calendar contained a non-trivial flaw that reared its head as the centuries crept along. This flaw affected the celebration of Easter and its correction wrought great strife and consternation among Christians. 

In the mid-1200’s, an English Friar named Roger Bacon observed that the date of Easter, in addition to its prescribed wandering, was drifting farther and farther into the spring season. Astronomers knew that the length of the solar year was closer to 365.242 days than to 365.250 days in the Julian calendar year. Bacon realized that each Julian year “overflowed” into the next solar year and that any given date was farther along than the calendar would imply. The man-made calendar may say one thing but the seasons are not fooled! The small mismatch amounts to only 11 minutes per year but in the years following 325, it had grown to 9 days. Bacon’s petitions to correct the drift went unheeded but were appreciated some 300 years later by certain church scholars. 

[image: image4.wmf]By the mid-1500s, the drift was recognized by Pope Gregory XIII as a serious matter and he entrusted a solution to a Jesuit mathematician and astronomer, Christopher Clavius. The enlightened Pope endorsed the findings in 1563 at the Council of Trent. Then, nineteen years later on October 4, 1582, Gregory signed a papal bull promulgating the new calendar that bears his name, the Gregorian calendar. It contained a correction to the Julian calendar from that time forward. Ingenuously, it decreased the number of observances of leap years so as to approximate more accurately the average number of days in a year, namely, 365.242. This is accomplished by the judicious removal of eight leap days from the 250 leap days that occur in 1,000 years of the Julian calendar. The resulting rule is that leap day shall not be observed at century boundaries, i.e., every 100 years, except for centuries divisible by 400. Observance of a leap day at a century boundary in 2,000 was a special event. It will not happen again until 2,400. 

While the Gregorian calendar solved the problem for future years, there remained the critical matter of what had transpired. By 1582, the cumulative mismatch of the Julian calendar year against the solar year totaled 10 days. The papal bull addressed this problem in a practical but provocative way - it advanced the Julian calendar by 10 days. The calendar days October 5 - 14, 1582 simply vanished! Reactions to this decree degenerated decidedly along relationships with the Roman Catholic Church. Germany, in particular, with its large enclaves of Catholics and Protestants, was in immediate turmoil. For 193 years, Easter was celebrated variously at different times by different Germanic states. The Anglican Church resisted change for nearly 170 years. To this day, Christians in the Eastern Orthodox Church, except for the Finnish, retain the Julian calendar that is now 13 days behind the Gregorian calendar. In the year 2,100, the lag will equal 14 days.
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