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In recent months, both within and outside the circle of priests, questions have been asked about the 
date of Easter 2019. Some are convinced that Easter should be celebrated one month earlier than 
April 21, the date that appears in the calendars. And many now have the question: who actually 
decides when Easter is, and do we simply participate as Christian community? This question is the 
reason for this contribution.

At Easter the Christian Church celebrates the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. It is the only
Christian festival that has always been determined by the movements of the sun and moon: it is 
generally celebrated on the Sunday after the first full moon after the beginning of spring (in the 
northern hemisphere). The date of Easter has been calculated for centuries using a simplified 
representation of the movements of the sun and moon. The calculated data normally correspond to 
the astronomical reality, but sometimes there are deviations. 

History of Easter
According to the gospel writers, Jesus was crucified on the day of preparation of the Jewish feast of 
Pesach, which falls on the 14th day of the month Nisan, i.e. the day of the full moon (the feast itself 
lasted a week, from the 15th to the 22nd Nisan). In the year 33 this was the first full moon after the 
beginning of spring; the day of preparation fell on April 3, in our calculation of time. The resurrection
of Jesus Christ thus took place on Sunday, the 16th Nisan (= 5th April), the first Sunday after the first 
full moon in spring.

In the first centuries most Christians celebrated Easter at the same time as Pesach. In the 3rd 
century, however, more and more objections were raised, mainly for two reasons: 1) The beginning 
of Pesach does not fall on a fixed weekday, so that Easter was not always on a Sunday; 2) In the 
Jewish lunar calendar, the 14th Nisan sometimes falls before the beginning of spring.

From a fragment handed down by Bishop Eusebius (263-339 A.D.) it can be seen that the Christians 
in Alexandria celebrated Easter on the first Sunday after the first full moon in spring before the year 
300. In addition, they always celebrated the beginning of spring on the day corresponding to 21 
March in our calendar.

Attempts to come to unity
During the Great Council of Nicaea (in 325), under the leadership of Emperor Constantine, there was 
an attempt to arrive at a Christian calculation of the date of Easter that would apply to the whole 
church, using the Alexandrine rule. The discussions of the 250 or so bishops, amongst whom were 
men of great learning and piety, were based on spiritual, cosmological and theological knowledge. 
However, they could not agree. Thus in the year 387, for example, Easter was celebrated in Rome on
21 March, in Alexandria on 25 April and on 18 April in other churches.

In the year 525 the Roman monk Dionysius Exiguus prepared tables and a calculation scheme 
according to the Alexandrine rule. He adapted the calculation so that the earliest possible Easter day 
was 22 March and the last possible was 25 April. The Pope decided that Easter should be celebrated 



according to this method; the calculations were left to the Bishop of Alexandria. It was not until the 
9th century, however, that the data calculated by Dionysius were generally accepted.

Calendar reform and improved calculations
In the Middle Ages it was found that the data calculated in this way deviated considerably from the 
celestial phenomena. For example, the astronomical spring of the 16th century began on March 11, 
and the ecclesiastical full moon sometimes deviated three days from the true full moon. At that time
the Julian calendar was still used, introduced by Julius Caesar in 46 BC, which had a leap day every 
four years. Finally in 1582 Pope Gregory XIII decided on a calendar reform: in October 10 days were 
omitted, so that the beginning of spring fell again on 21 March. By a small adjustment of the leap 
year regulation, this was to remain the case for the foreseeable future. The church full moon 
calculation was likewise improved, so that it corresponded on average to the astronomical full 
moon.

It took more than two centuries in the West for this new calendar to be adopted almost everywhere;
the result was that there was no common Easter date during this entire period. Most Eastern 
Orthodox churches still use the older, Julian calendar today, so Easter dates in the West and East 
often do not coincide.

In 1800, the German mathematician C.F. Gauss constructed a formula with which the Easter day for 
each year can be calculated without first creating tables. 

A movable or a fixed date for Easter?
It is clear from the above descriptions that determining the Easter date on the basis of the 
Alexandrine rule was not an easy matter. It is therefore understandable that there were always 
voices saying that the feast should be celebrated annually at a fixed time. In 1539 Martin Luther 
advocated this; two centuries later, the Swiss mathematician Johannes Bernoulli followed him in 
this. In 1928 the British Parliament voted by a majority that the Sunday after the second Saturday in 
April should be the fixed Easter date; however, this decision was never put into effect. More 
recently, initiatives have been taken by both the Roman Catholic and Anglican Churches to arrive at 
a fixed date for all churches. So far, these efforts have been without success, especially because the 
Eastern Orthodox churches do not want to participate.

The sun defeats the moon
In a lecture in 1912, Rudolf Steiner speaks about the fact that the first Easter in mankind gave birth 
to the I-consciousness and that therefore the dating of the years and centuries should run from 
Easter to Easter. Additionally, he states that the date of Easter should be read from the sky and not 
fixed on a fixed date due to materialistic or commercial motives (1).

Some years earlier Steiner had talked about the fact that Christian initiation, which was made 
possible by the mystery of Golgotha, could only take place after the spiritual sun had first appeared 
in spring and the old moon principle had receded. According to Steiner, the time had come for 
humanity to participate in the all-encompassing spiritual power of the sun, the power of Christ, 
which would defeat the forces of the moon (2).

By following the Alexandrine rule for the Easter date, this victory of the Sun over the Moon becomes
visible twice in the sky just before Easter:



 Around 21 March, the orbits of the Sun and Moon in the sky are the same. From this 
moment on, the height of the sun's orbit increases, while that of the full moon decreases.

 During the first full moon in spring, the sun and moon face each other in the sky; following 
this, the moon decreases and moves in the direction of the sun.

Considering the above, at least one big objection to the idea of a fixed Easter date becomes clear: it 
could happen that on Good Friday or Easter Sunday a solar eclipse takes place, an event in which the
moon ‘defeats’ the sun.

Ecclesiastical and Astronomical Easter Dates
The church calculations for the Easter date are based on average positions of the sun and moon and 
the beginning of spring on 21 March at midnight. Today, however, the true moon can deviate from 
the average moon by up to 0.7 days and the astronomical beginning of spring varies between March 
19 in the morning and March 21 in the evening.

Whether the moon is full can be observed directly in the clear sky; the moon remains 100% full for 
more than 24 hours. The time at which the sun and moon are exactly opposite to each other cannot 
be observed, but must be calculated.

Also the astronomical beginning of spring (equinox or spring equinox) cannot be read from the sky 
and must also be calculated. It is the moment when the sun - in the constellation of Pisces - crosses 
the celestial equator from south to north. This celestial equator is the projection of the terrestrial 
equator onto the celestial dome. Around this moment the sun rises exactly in the east and sets in 
the west; day and night are then of equal length. This time shifts in a cycle of 4 years (because of the 
leap days) and at a slower pace because of changes in the solar orbit.

Differences between the ecclesiastically calculated and astronomically determined Easter date (so-
called 'Easter paradoxes') can occur in those years when the times of the beginning of spring and the
full moon are close together. The latter was the case in the last century in 1905, 1924, 1943 and 
1962. Because the time of the full moon in all these years fell a few hours before the beginning of 
spring, the first full moon in spring was four weeks later and the Easter date calculated for the 
month of April was correct. 

The Easter Paradoxes of 2019 and 2038
In 2019, the situation is as follows. The moon will be full on Wednesday 20 March at 12:53 (CET (3)) 
and will remain full until 16:38 on Thursday 21 March. The astronomical beginning of spring will be 
on March 20 at 22:58. There are now two possible conclusions: 

1. The moon is already full 10 hours before the beginning of spring, so that the first full moon 
in spring falls four weeks later and the astronomical Easter date is April 21. This is also the 
date calculated by the church. 

2. The time at which sun and moon are exactly opposite each other - approximately in the 
middle of the full moon period - is on 21 March at 02.45. This is almost four hours after the 
beginning of spring, so the following Sunday, 24 March, is the astronomical Easter date.

Since for our perception the moon is already full long before the beginning of spring, in my opinion 
one cannot really speak of an Easter paradox in 2019.



However, there will be a clear clash between the church and astronomical dates in 2038. Spring then
begins on Saturday 20 March at 13:25, and the moon will be full from 20 March, 13:33 to 21 March, 
16:43. The mid-point of the full moon will be on 21 March at 03.08 hrs. In this case only one 
conclusion is possible: on the first Sunday after this full moon, on 28 March, there will be cosmic 
Easter. However, the calculated church date in all the tables is 25 April. So in 2038 we are dealing 
with a real Easter paradox.

Impulse for the future
The calculation rule for the Easter date was originally derived from astronomical perception, but it 
has gradually parted company from this perception. This fits in with the tendency within Christianity 
to detach itself from the cosmos and the natural world, which was considered pagan.

Awakened by the question of many people about the correct Easter date for 2019, we could decide 
as a movement for religious renewal always to celebrate Easter in the future in line with the cosmos 
and let go of the abstract rule of calculation. We now have 19 years to prepare this internally and to 
try to interest and inspire the rest of Christendom.

(1) Berlin, 23 April 1912 (in GA 133)

(2) Berlin, 15 April 1908 (GA 265)

(3) CET: Central European Time; applies to all the above dates.
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