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Early spring brings with it solemn 
observances within Christian and Jew-
ish traditions appropriate to the season of 
rebirth. 

Easter and Passover have a historic rela-
tionship, with dates that can vary and, 
sometimes, align. That is certainly true 
this year. 

Today — Easter — marks the culminat-
ing triumph of Holy Week. Meanwhile, 
Passover, a weeklong commemoration of 
the birth of the Jewish nation, began at 
sunset March 27 and concludes this week-
end.

Easter, unlike Christmas and other 
Christian observances, can wander about 
the calendar because it is uniquely deter-
mined by the Jewish lunar calendar rather 
than the commonly used solar calendar. 
The date can wander about by more than 
a month.

Some Easters in late March can be too 
blustery to even think about spring attire 
and others in late April feature gentle 
breezes and almost summerlike tempera-
tures for sunrise services.

The observance of Passover comes on 
the 15th day of the month of Nisan — the 
seventh month of the Hebrew civil cal-
endar. It is now the most widely used of a 
number of options common to the faith. 
All are based on the phases of the moon.

While most cultures have adopted the 
familiar 365-day, 12-month solar calen-
dar,  many Jews have remained loyal to the 
ancient lunar reckoning of months. Long 
before the 29- to 30-day lunar phase cycle 
could be precisely calculated, the faithful 
would watch intently for the first appear-
ance of the thin crescent moon, signaling 
the start of a new month. 

The moon’s phase cycle is roughly 
one to two days shorter than the familiar 
month based on the Earth’s yearly circuit 
of the sun, so the lunar calendar quickly 

fell out of step with the seasons. In an 
effort to keep things in alignment, a 13th 
month was inserted as needed beginning 
in 358 c.e., adding to an already confused 
state.

START OF THE JEWISH YEAR
Just about everything in the early 

Jewish economy in pre-Christian times 
was based on agriculture, so the harvest 
became a special time of rejoicing. There-
fore, Jews mark the beginning of their year 
with Rosh Hashana, which comes with the 
new moon of late September or early Octo-
ber. 

However, the seventh month, Nisan, 
commencing with the new moon of late 
March or early April, was considered the 
first month in the annual sequence of 
religious observances. First up is Pass-
over, commemorating the Old Testament 
account of the escape of the Israelites from 
Egypt led by Moses. According to tradi-
tion, it begins at sunset on the 15th day of 
Nisan, which within the 30 day lunar cycle 
coincides with a full moon.

Passover eve typically involves a spe-
cial meal called the seder. A Jewish family 
who are friends invited me to join them for 
this annual event and, though the occa-
sion was many years ago, I remember well 
its festive highlights and traditional foods, 
such as matzo ball soup and a sumptuous 
vegetarian casserole.

Today, I will be enjoying an equally 
sumptuous traditional dinner with fam-
ily as we celebrate Easter, one of the two 
most important annual celebrations of the 
Christian calendar. 

As Jews have been observing a week-
long Passover, Christians this year have 
been commemorating Holy Week during 
the same period, beginning with Palm 
Sunday, progressing to Maundy Thursday, 
Good Friday and climaxing today with 
Easter.

THE HOLY DAYS ALIGN
While Passover and Holy Week do not 

always coincide as they do this year, both 
occur within a month of each other.

Why is this so? 
Easter continues to be based on the 

Jewish lunar calendar because of a clear 

reference in the Bible that Jesus cele-
brated a Passover meal before his crucifix-
ion. Early leaders in the Christian church 
retained that connection.

It was noted earlier that the Jewish 
lunar calendar, with its shorter months, 
would, over time, become wildly out of 
step with the more widely used solar cal-
endar. Easter among various Christian 
groups was, therefore, initially coming 
anytime between mid-winter and late 
spring, and this became unacceptable.

The Council of Nicea, called by the 
Emperor Constantine in 325 c.e. tried to 
unify things. The council decreed that 
Easter would be celebrated on the first 
Sunday following the first full moon after 
March 20. While the vernal equinox (first 
day of spring) usually occurs March 21, it 
can come on the 20th. It did in 325 c.e., so 
that date was selected by the council.

The vernal equinox also occurred 
March 20 this year, a Saturday. The moon 
was about a week into its phase cycle by 
then, with full moon coming the next 
weekend, March 28. That was too late for 
Easter to be observed last Sunday, accord-
ing to the Nicean rule — but it did fit 
appropriately for the beginning of Pass-
over.

So, this year, the two observances align 
better than in most others. The dates for 
the two celebrations can vary by up to five 
weeks.

What does not vary is the symbolism 
that both celebrations represent. The 
escape of the Israelites from Egypt and the 
Resurrection of Jesus are central to their 
respective adherents and bring with them 
a time of reflection and optimism.

It is fitting, therefore, that these cele-
brations return annually in early spring, 
when nature is stirring with new life and 
increasing warmth. This, along with a 
climbing sun and longer daylight, are 
unmistakable signs that we are entering 
one of the most wonderful periods of the 
year.

Let’s greet it with optimism after a year 
of unusual challenges. 

David L. DeBruyn is curator emeritus of 
the Roger B. Chaffee Planetarium at the 
Grand Rapids Public Museum.

Long before the 29- to 30-day lunar phase 
cycle could be precisely calculated, the 
Jewish faithful would watch for the first 
appearance of the waxing crescent moon, 
signaling the start of a new month.   penn-
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Good heavens, why do Easter, 
Passover arrive when they do? 
History and moon 
phases play major roles 
in when we celebrate
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