
Why Does the Date for Easter Change Each Year? 

You may have wondered why the date of Easter is movable.  It is a complicated process 

that has had its share of controversy.  Before A.D. 325, Christian communities celebrated 

Easter on a variety of days during the week.  This ended at the Church Council at Nicea 

(which gave us the creed) where the date was standardized to be the first Sunday after 

the full moon on or after the vernal equinox.  The council developed tables to determine 

the date of Easter based on the Julian calendar.  This seems rather straightforward, but it 

becomes more complicated.  This “full moon” is not defined scientifically, but is called as 

“ecclesiastical full moon” and the “ecclesiastical vernal equinox” is always on March 21.  

This means that Easter always falls on a Sunday between March 22 and April 25.  A major 

change occurred in 1582 when Pope Gregory XIII reformed the Julian calendar and pro-

duced new Easter tables.  One major change was the inclusion of leap year in the Gregori-

an calendar.  Over time the churches in the West adopted the Gregorian calendar, but the 

Eastern Orthodox churches continued to determine the Easter dates using the older Jul-

ian calendar.  This explains the difference in the celebration of Easter between the East-

ern and Western churches.  While this year we will be celebrating Easter on April 9, the 

Orthodox will be celebrating Easter on April 16. 

It just isn’t the Christian community that is interested in the date of Easter.  Easter has be-

come a cultural as well as a religious holiday.  Businesses have a vested interest in what 

happens at Easter.  It is a time for new spring fashions, people take vacations, businesses 

have sales, and Easter bunnies, eggs and other Easter paraphernalia are sold.  Since peo-

ple travel less and sales are slower if Easter falls in March, some in the business commu-

nity have suggested that an “official” date for Easter be permanently set in late April re-

gardless of when the full moon occurs. . . . I don’t think so. 

Blessings to you all, 

Pastor Rich 


