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ThE scIEncE OF wORshIp: AsTROnOmy, 
InTERcALATIOn, AnD ThE chuRch’s  
DEpEnDEncE On ThE JEwIsh pEOpLE

DAvID RuDOLph1 

The Jewish calendar is a prime example of the intersection of science 
and worship in the Bible. God designed Israel’s worship tradition in 
such a way that the Jewish people had to have a continuing commitment 
to science in order to worship their creator on the days he wanted to 
be worshipped. The first part of this essay focuses on the cosmological 
background of the Jewish calendar and how Israel looked to the sun, the 
moon, and the stars to calculate the Lord’s fixed times of worship. The 
second part focuses on why Gentile Christian leaders during the patristic 
period did not want to depend on Jewish intercalation to determine the 
date of Passover/Easter and the implications this had for the church’s 
relationship with the Jewish people.

“FIxED TImEs” AnD sIgns
A compelling case can be made that the first mention of a calendar 

tradition in Israel’s Scriptures is not in Exodus 16, or even Genesis 2, 
where the Sabbath makes its debut, but in Genesis 1 where it is explained 
why God created the sun, the moon, and the stars.2 This opening chapter 
indicates that God spoke these heavenly bodies into being for an ecclesial 
reason: to regulate a calendar of appointed times for God’s people to 
worship him.3 Robert Alter’s translation of Genesis 1:14 makes room for 
this reading:

And God said, “Let there be lights in the vault of the heavens to 
divide the day from the night, and they shall be signs for the f ixed 
times and for days and years. ...”4

What are “fixed times” (moadim)? In every other place where the 
plural noun moadim occurs in the Five Books of Moses (Lev. 23:2 [2x], 4, 
37, 44; Num. 10:10; 15:3; 29:39), the Hebrew word refers to the full cycle 
of Israel’s festivals, i.e., God’s appointed times to meet with Israel.

1 David Rudolph is the Director of Messianic Jewish Studies and Professor of New 
Testament and Jewish Studies at The King’s University in Southlake, Texas. 

2 David J. Rudolph, “Festivals in Genesis 1:14,” Tyndale Bulletin 54:2 (2003): 23-40. 
3 See Leviticus 23.
4 Robert Alter, The Five Books of Moses: A Translation with Commentary (New York: 

W. W. Norton & Company, 2004), 18. Cf. the ESV’s alternative reading “appointed times.” 
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This assertion—that moadim in Genesis 1:14 refers to God’s 
appointed times of worship—is not new. The LXX translators chose the 
Greek word kairous to render moadim in Genesis 1:14. The plural noun 
appears in eight other LXX Pentateuch passages, always in reference to 
festival times. The three annual pilgrimage festivals of Passover, Weeks, 
and Tabernacles are particularly in view (Exod. 13:10; 23:14, 17; 34:23, 
24; Deut. 16:16). For this reason, John Wevers suggests in Notes on the 
Greek Text of Genesis that the “word kairous [in LXX Gen. 1:14] probably 
does not mean ‘seasons of the year’ but rather the designated times, i.e. the 
festivals, the moadim.”5

Jubilees 2:8-10 similarly understands Genesis 1:14 to refer to Israel’s 
calendar of appointed times:

And on the fourth day he made the sun and the moon and the stars. 
And he set them in the firmament of heaven so that they might give 
light upon the whole earth and rule over the day and the night and 
separate light and darkness. And the LORD set the sun as a great sign 
upon the earth for days, sabbaths, months, feast (days), years, sabbaths 
of years, jubilees, and for all of the (appointed) times of the years. ...6

In line with this history of interpretation, many modern lexicons, 
theological dictionaries, and critical commentaries support the “festivals” 
interpretation of moadim in Genesis 1:14. As one example, Gordon 
Wenham concludes in his commentary on Genesis 1:14, “What is clear 
is the importance attached to the heavenly bodies’ role in determining the 
seasons, in particular in fixing the days of cultic celebration. This is their 
chief function.”7

What does it mean that the sun, the moon, and the stars “shall be 
signs for the fixed times”? The idea seems to be that the worshipper would 
look to the luminaries (like a Google calendar) to know when God’s fixed 
times of worship will take place. This is why Psalm 104:19 says, “You 
made the moon to mark the appointed times (moadim).”8 Each celestial 
body plays a part in the regulation of this calendar from heaven. One of 
the first jobs of the Jewish worshipper then is to be an astronomer.

5 John W. Wevers, Notes on the Greek Text of Genesis (Atlanta: Scholars, 1993), 8.
6 O.S. Wintermute, trans., “Jubilees,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha II, ed. 

James H. Charlesworth (Garden City, N.J.: Doubleday, 1985), 56. Cf. Sirach 43:2-8.
7 Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15, WBC (Waco: Word, 1987), 23.
8 Psalm 104:19 alludes to Genesis 1:14 and interprets moadim in the creation account 

as a reference to Israel’s fixed times of worship, which are “marked” (i.e., dated) by the 
moon. For example, God instructs Israel to observe Passover on “the fourteenth day of the 
[first] month” (Lev. 23:5). In astronomical terms, this is the full moon of the first lunar 
cycle. All of Israel’s festivals have lunar dates like this. In Psalm 104:19, moadim cannot 
refer to the four seasons since the moon does not mark them off. 
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ThE sun, ThE mOOn, AnD ThE sTARs

the sun

A Jewish day may be defined as one complete cycle of the sun setting, 
rising, and setting again. Jewish days begin in the evening, even as Genesis 
1 repeats six times, “And there was evening and there was morning, the...
day” (vv. 5, 8, 13, 19, 23, 31).

A Jewish year is one complete cycle of the tekufot (seasons), which 
takes 365¼ days. This is measured in relation to four special days:

sEAsOn EngLIsh nAmE DEscRIpTIOn

Tekufat 
Tammuz

Summer 
solstice

The longest day—beginning of 
summer, when the sun is farthest to 
the north

Tekufat 
Tevet

Winter 
solstice

The shortest day—beginning of 
winter, when the sun is farthest to 
the south

Tekufat 
Nisan

Spring 
equinox

The beginning of spring—when the 
length of day and night are equal

Tekufat 
Tishri

Fall equinox The beginning of fall—when the 
length of day and night are equal

The Jewish calendar measures the length of the year by counting the 
number of days it takes from one solstice/equinox until the same solstice/
equinox recurs in the annual cycle (e.g., summer solstice to summer 
solstice).

the moon

A Jewish month is the time between one rosh chodesh (new moon) 
and the next. It is a complete cycle of the moon appearing in the sky as a 
thin crescent, gradually becoming a full moon, and then shrinking each 
evening to the point of disappearing. The beginning of a new month is 
the moment when the moon is between the earth and the sun (i.e., when 
it is not visible). This is called the molad (birth) of the moon. The cycle 
from molad to molad takes about 29½ days on average.
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the stars

As the earth rotates around the sun, the mazalot (constellations) 
appear to rotate as part of an annual cycle ( Job 9:9; 38:31-32; Amos 5:8; 
Isa. 13:10). This gives the Jewish worshipper a point of reference as to the 
month, the day, and even the hour of worship. These are the mazalot that 
can be seen in the evening sky in their respective months:

sEAsOn mOnTh MAZALOT (cOnsTELLATIOns)

Spring Nisan Tleh (Aries)

Iyar Shor (Taurus)

Sivan Teumim (Gemini)

Summer Tammuz Sartan (Cancer)

Av Aryeh (Leo)

Elul Besulah (Virgo)

Fall Tishri Moznayim (Libra)

Marcheshvan Akrav (Scorpio)

Kislev Keshet (Sagittarius)

Winter Tevet Gedi (Capricorn)

Shevat Dli (Aquarius)

Adar Dagim (Pisces)

A mazal is identified with the particular month when that constellation 
rises just before the sun after not being visible during the previous month. 
Since the twelve mazalot appear to make a full circle around the earth in a 
twenty-four hour period, a new mazal seems to oleh (rise) every two hours.
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cALcuLATIng TImEs OF wORshIp
Israel’s calendar for times of worship is lunisolar.9 This means that it 

is regulated primarily by the cycles of the moon and sun. The chart below 
lists the various fixed worship times (moadim) that God commanded 
Israel to keep and explains when they occur in relation to the lunar and 
solar cycles.

wORshIp 
EvEnT

REFEREncE FIxED TImE LunIsOLAR AspEcT

Shabbat 
(Sabbath)

Lev. 23:3 
Num. 28:9-10 
Exod. 20:8-11 
Deut. 5:12-15

Every seventh 
day

Sunset to sunset. 
The Shulchan Aruch 
(Code of Jewish 
Law) defines night 
as the moment 
when you can see 
three small stars 
(Tzeit Hakochavim).

Rosh Chodesh 
(New moon)

Num. 10:10;  
28:11-15

First day of 
every month

New moon = not 
visible in sky → 
visible sliver.

Pesach 
(Passover)

Lev. 23:4-5 
Num. 28:16 
Exod. 12-13 
Num. 9:1-14 
Deut. 16:1-7

Fourteenth 
day of 
the first 
month, the 
anniversary of 
Israel’s exodus 
from Egypt

Full moon of the 
first lunar cycle. The 
festival must be in 
the month of Aviv, 
the month that 
Israel left Egypt 
(Exod. 12:1-2; 13:4; 
23:15; Deut. 16:1), 
and coincide with 
the spring barley 
harvest in the land 
of Israel. See Lev. 
23:10-11.

9 The Qumran 364-Day calendar is the exception that proves the rule. See Jonathan 
Ben-Dov, Head of All Years: Astronomy and Calendars at Qumran in their Ancient Context 
(Leiden: Brill, 2008), 1-20; Jonathan Ben-Dov, “Lunar Calendars at Qumran? A 
Comparative and Ideological Study,” in Living the Lunar Calendar, ed. Jonathan Ben-Dov, 
Wayne Horowitz, and John M. Steele (Oxford: Oxbow, 2012), 173-89; Ron H. Feldman, 
“Tame and Wild Time in the Qumran and Rabbinic Calendars,” in Living the Lunar 
Calendar, 191-209; Sacha Stern, Calendar and Community: A History of the Jewish Calendar, 
Second Century BCE–Tenth Century CE (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 1-46; 
Stephane Saulnier, Calendrical Variations in Second Temple Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 
238-39; James C. VanderKam, Calendars in the Dead Sea Scrolls: Measuring Time (London: 
Routledge, 1998), 43-116.
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wORshIp 
EvEnT

REFEREncE FIxED TImE LunIsOLAR AspEcT

Matzot 
(Feast of 
Unleavened 
Bread)

Lev. 23:6-8 
Num. 28:17-25 
Exod. 12:17-20 
Exod. 13:3-10 
Deut. 16:3-4, 8

Fifteenth 
through the 
twenty-first 
day of the 
first month

Full moon through 
half moon of the 
first lunar cycle. The 
festival must be in 
the month of Aviv, 
the month that 
Israel left Egypt 
(Exod. 12:1-2; 13:4; 
23:15; Deut. 16:1) 
and coincide with 
the spring barley 
harvest in the land 
of Israel. See Lev. 
23:10-11.

Bikkurim 
(Feast of First 
Fruits)

Lev. 23:9-14 Day after 
the Sabbath 
after Passover 
in the first 
month

Between full moon 
and half-moon 
of the month of 
Aviv, the first lunar 
cycle. The festival 
must coincide with 
the spring barley 
harvest in the land 
of Israel. See Lev. 
23:10-11.

Shavuot 
(Feast of 
Weeks)

Lev. 23:15-21 
Num. 28:26-31 
Exod. 34:22 
Deut. 16:9-12

Fifty days 
after the 
day after the 
Sabbath after 
Passover = 
first half of 
the third 
month, when 
Israel arrived 
at Sinai

Between new 
moon and full 
moon of the third 
lunar cycle relative 
to the month of 
Aviv. The festival 
must coincide with 
the spring wheat 
harvest in the land 
of Israel. See Exod. 
34:22; Lev. 23:16.

Yom Teruah 
(Day of 
Blowing [the 
Shofar])

Lev. 23:23-25 
Num. 29:1-6

First day of 
the seventh 
month

The new moon of 
the seventh lunar 
cycle relative to the 
month of Aviv.
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wORshIp 
EvEnT

REFEREncE FIxED TImE LunIsOLAR AspEcT

Yom Kippur 
(Day of 
Atonement)

Lev. 23:26-32 
Num. 29:7-11

Tenth day of 
the seventh 
month

Between new moon 
and full moon of 
the seventh lunar 
cycle relative to the 
month of Aviv. 

Sukkot 
(Feast of 
Tabernacle)

Lev. 23:33-44 
Num. 29:12-38 
Deut. 16:13-17 
Exod. 23:14-17 
Exod. 34:22-23

Fifteenth 
through 
the twenty-
first day of 
the seventh 
month

Full moon through 
half-moon of the 
seventh lunar 
cycle relative to 
the month of Aviv. 
The festival must 
coincide with the 
fall harvest in the 
land of Israel. See 
Exod. 23:16; 34:22. 

Shemini 
Atzeret 
(Eigth Day 
Closing 
Assembly)

Lev. 23:36, 39 
Num. 29:35-40

Twenty-
second day of 
the seventh 
month

Half-moon of 
the seventh lunar 
cycle relative to 
the month of Aviv. 
The festival must 
coincide with the 
fall harvest in the 
land of Israel. See 
Exod. 23:16; 34:22. 

ThE scIEncE OF InTERcALATIOn
Lunisolar calendars require intercalation because the solar year 

is 365¼ days while the lunar year (12 months x 29.5 average days per 
month) is 354 days. This means that the lunar year is about 11¼ days less 
than the solar year (365¼ - 354 = 11¼).

What difference does 11¼ days make to the Jewish worshipper? A 
lot! If this gap went unaddressed, each year the lunar calendar would 
begin 11¼ days earlier than the previous year. Stated another way, if Nisan 
1 (the Torah calendar’s New Year) fell on April 12 in Year A, in Year B 
it would be April 1, and in Year C it would be March 20. This is a drift 
of thirty-three days in three years, more than a full month. If this pattern 
continued for twenty years, the New Year would be behind by more than 
220 days, more than half a year.10

10 It takes about 32½ years for the lunar months to retrograde through the four 
seasons. 
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In the case of the Jewish calendar, twenty years of drift would mean 
that Passover (a spring festival) would be celebrated in the fall, and the 
Feast of Tabernacles (a fall festival) would be celebrated in the spring. 
From a halakhic perspective, reversal in timing like this cannot be allowed 
because (1) the Lord instructed Israel to observe Passover annually as 
a fixed time of worship in the spring, the season of the exodus from 
Egypt (Exod. 12:1-2; 13:4; 23:15; Deut. 16:1); and (2) calendar drift 
would lead to the appointed feasts of the Lord (Passover/Unleavened 
Bread, Firstfruits, Weeks and Tabernacles) no longer being aligned with 
the harvest seasons in the land of Israel. This would mean that Israel 
could not observe these times of worship as God intended (Lev. 23:10-
11; Exod. 23:16; 34:22). For these reasons, the Torah calendar requires 
intercalation so that calendar drift does not happen. Or to put it another 
way, intercalation ensures that lunar months remain in the right seasons 
of the year.

How is intercalation accomplished? Notably, the Scriptures do not 
explain how to do this. It is something that Moses and the other leaders of 
Israel had to figure out as they sought the Lord for guidance. The tradition 
that developed over time is similar to what many people groups do that 
have lunisolar calendars: Israel added an extra month (Adar Sheni) to the 
calendar every two to three years and adjusted the length of months when 
necessary.11 Here is how intercalation works today in order to keep the 
fixed times of worship in their proper seasons:

11 “Each year, in the month of Adar, they would determine how much longer the 
winter would last. Their determination was based upon weather and agricultural conditions 
and upon calculations of the date of the spring equinox. If they came to the conclusion 
that the next month would be spring already, they would declare it a regular year and 
the next month would be Nisan. If, however, they decided that it would not be spring 
for another month, they would declare the next month Adar Sheni and it would be a 
leap year. The following month would certainly be spring, so that month would be Nisan” 
(Nathan Bushwick, Understanding the Jewish Calendar [New York: Moznaim, 1989], 51-
52). Epiphanius (bishop of Salamis) describes the science of intercalation in his day in 
Pan. 70.13.1-6: “For since according to the sun’s course the year is completed in 365 days 
and three hours, it happens that because the moon completes the year in 354 days, eleven 
days and three hours are wanting in the moon’s course. And in the first year there fall the 
eleven so-called intercalary days and three hours, in the second year  twenty-two days and 
six hours, and in the third year thirty-three days and nine hours, and the one so-called 
intercalary month is measured off. For the thirty days are intercalated, but three days and 
nine hours are left over, which when added to the eleven days and three hours from the 
fourth year make fourteen days and twelve hours. When another eleven days and three 
hours are added, we arrive at twenty-five intercalated days and fifteen hours. And when 
another eleven days and three hours from the year are added to the sixth year, we arrive at 
thirty-six days and eighteen hours, which make one intercalated month, and two months 
have been intercalated in the three-year periods: one month in the first three years and 
another month in the other three years. Six days and eighteen hours are left over from the 
intercalated days. But when in the seventh year these are added to the eleven days and three 
hours from the year, we arrive at seventeen intercalary days and twenty-one hours. Now in 
the eighth year, when a further eleven days and three hours are added to the sum, we arrive 
at twenty-eight intercalary days and twenty-four hours, which make two days. From these 
hours added to the twenty-eight days we arrive at thirty in all, and it comes about that in 
the eighth year the thirty days are intercalated, the one month in the two years. Thus in 
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The Jewish calendar follows a nineteen-year cycle called machzor 
koton in which there are seven leap years (i.e., years when an 
additional month is added). They are years 3, 6, 8, 11, 14, 17, 
and 19 in the nineteen-year cycle. To determine if a given year 
is a leap year, you divide the current Jewish year by 19, and the 
remainder will tell you if it is a leap year. For example, this essay is 
being written in the Jewish year 5776. 5776 divided by 19 yields 
no remainder. That means 5776 is year 19 of the nineteen-year 
cycle and that an additional month (Adar Sheni) will be added 
at the end of this year to keep Passover as a fixed time of worship 
in the spring.
There are five months that always have twenty-nine (choser–
incomplete) days and five months that always have thirty (molei–
complete) days. The remaining two months can have either 
twenty-nine or thirty days. The fixed months alternate days to 
stay in sync with the average lunar cycle of 29½ days.

mOnTh numbER OF DAys

Nisan 30
Iyar 29
Sivan 30
Tammuz 29
Av 30
Elul 29
Tishri 30
Marcheshvan 29/30
Kislev 29/30
Tevet 29
Shevat 30
Adar 29

an eight-year period ninety days [are intercalated], which make up three full intercalated 
months, and these fall one each in the first three-year periods, and one month in the last 
two years. It is in these three intercalations of the three groupings of time that the Paschal 
feast differs with regards to Jews, Christians, and others” (Philip R. Amidon, trans., The 
Panarion of St. Epiphanius, Bishop of Salamis [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990], 276-
77). See Reimund Leicht, “Observing the Moon: Astronomical and Cosmological Aspects 
in the Rabbinic New Moon Procedure,” in Time, Astronomy, and Calendars in the Jewish 
Tradition, ed. Sacha Stern and Charles Burnett (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 27-39; Sacha Stern, 
Calendar and Community, 47-154; Sacha Stern, “The Rabbinic New Moon Procedure: 
Context and Significance,” in Living the Lunar Calendar, 211-30; Lawrence H. Schiffman, 
“From Observation to Calculation: The Development of the Rabbinic Lunar Calendar,” in 
Living the Lunar Calendar, 231-43.
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In a leap year, first Adar (Adar Rishon) has thirty days and second 
Adar (Adar Sheni) has twenty-nine days. First Adar is regarded 
as the additional month, which is why second Adar has the same 
number of days as regular Adar. The festival of Purim, birthdays, 
and yahrzeits (anniversaries of a loved one’s death) that fall on 
regular Adar are all observed in second Adar.
The New Moon (Rosh Chodesh) is a fixed time of worship that 
marks the beginning of each month. Some months have one day 
of Rosh Chodesh, and others have two. A month that follows a 
choser (twenty-nine-day) month has one day of Rosh Chodesh, 
and a month that follows a molei (thirty-day) month has two 
days of Rosh Chodesh. When a month has one day of Rosh 
Chodesh, that Rosh Chodesh is the first day of the month. When 
a month has two days of Rosh Chodesh, the first day of Rosh 
Chodesh doubles as the thirtieth day of the previous month, and 
the second day serves as the first day of the new month.

mOnTh numbER OF 
DAys In ThE 

mOnTh 

ROSH 
CHODESH 

DAys 

Nisan 30 1
Iyar 29 2
Sivan 30 1
Tammuz 29 2
Av 30 1
Elul 29 2
Tishri 30 1
Marcheshvan 29/30 2
Kislev 29/30 1/2
Tevet 29 1/2
Shevat 30 1
Adar 29 2
Adar I 30 2
Adar II 29 2

In addition to the above principles of intercalation, there are guidelines 
that postpone certain festivals if they fall on particular days of the week for 
halakhic reasons (e.g., Rosh Hashanah cannot fall on Sunday, Wednesday, 
or Friday; Yom Kippur cannot fall on Friday or Sunday; the seventh day of 



rudolph: the science of Worship 37

Sukkot cannot fall on the Sabbath). A survey of these calendar customs, 
and the reasons for them, is beyond the scope of this study.

It may be concluded that the calendar of moadim (fixed times) 
described in the Torah cannot be followed without intercalation. 
Moreover, intercalation involves numerous astronomical and mathematical 
calculations to determine Israel’s times of worship.12 In the first century 
CE, this work was performed by a sod haibbur (calendar council) in 
Jerusalem under the auspices of the Sanhedrin that specialized in this area 
of Jewish law. Over time the Rabbis designed a perpetual calendar that 
incorporated the principles behind these decisions so that Jews around 
the world could follow the same calendar even if there was no longer a 
central authority in Jerusalem in charge of intercalation.

ThE chRIsTIAn cELEbRATIOn OF pAssOvER/EAsTER
Is Israel’s calendar relevant to ecclesial theology? And if so, how? It 

is sometimes forgotten by Christians that the ecclesia is fundamentally a 
table fellowship of Jews and Gentiles united in Messiah.13 In this regard, 
the Jewish calendar is as important to the Jewish wing of the church as 
it is to Israel more widely. Studying the stars and observing the fixed 
times remains for the descendants of Jacob a boundary marker of Jewish 
identity and a matter of Jewish calling (1 Cor. 7:17-24).14 Messianic Jews 
celebrate the moadim in modern Messianic synagogue contexts, following 
in the footsteps of Yeshua and his Jewish shlichim (apostles).15

For the Gentile wing of the church, Israel’s calendar takes on a lesser 
level of importance, but it is still relevant because it is infused with Biblical 
and theological meaning. Jesus-believing Gentiles have the freedom in 
Messiah to follow the Jewish calendar or not (Acts 15).16 However, there 
is an ancient tradition among Gentile churches that views Passover, the 
first of Israel’s festivals, as the centerpiece of the ecclesial calendar. For at 
least the first seven hundred years of the church, Easter was called Pascha, 
the Greek word for Passover (a variant of the Hebrew word Pesach), and 
it is still called Pascha in thousands of churches around the world because 
Easter is historically rooted in Passover.17

12 For a more in-depth discussion of the principles of astronomy and geometry 
that regulate the Jewish calendar, see Julian Schamroth, “Astronomical Calculations,” in 
A Glimpse of Light: A Discussion on the Hebrew Calendar and Judaic Astronomy (Southfield, 
Mich.: Targum, 1998), 177-350.

13 David J. Rudolph, “Messianic Jews and Christian Theology: Restoring an 
Historical Voice to the Contemporary Discussion,” Pro Ecclesia 14:1 (2005): 58-84.

14 David J. Rudolph, “Paul’s ‘Rule in All the Churches’ (1 Cor 7:17–24) and Torah-
Defined Ecclesiological Variegation,” Studies in Christian-Jewish Relations 5 (2010): 1–23.

15 David J. Rudolph, “Messianic Judaism in Antiquity and in the Modern Era,” in 
Introduction to Messianic Judaism: Its Ecclesial Context and Biblical Foundations, eds. David 
J. Rudolph and Joel Willitts (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013), 33; Seth N. Klayman, 
“Messianic Jewish Worship and Prayer,” in Introduction to Messianic Judaism, 51–60.

16 Rudolph, “Paul’s ‘Rule in All the Churches’ (1 Cor 7:17–24) and Torah-Defined 
Ecclesiological Variegation,” 1–23.

17 The origin of the term “Easter” is first explained in the writings of Bede (eighth 
century). Many scholars today anachronistically use the term “Easter” when rendering 
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According to patristic literature, second-century Gentile churches 
followed two calendar traditions concerning the Christian celebration 
of Passover. Churches in Judea, Asia, Asia Minor, Cilicia, Syria, and 
Mesopotamia observed Passover on Nisan 14.18 By contrast, churches 
in the West, including those in Italy, Greece, Spain, Britain, and Gaul 
observed Passover on the Sunday after Nisan 14.19

When did this split take place? Epiphanius indicates that most of the 
churches in the East and West followed a common tradition of observing 
Passover on Nisan 14 until 135 CE.20 The church depended on the Jewish 
bishops in Jerusalem to determine the date of Passover, and this tradition 
contributed to the unity of the church:

For this was their chief and entire concern: the one unity, so that 
there would be no schisms or divisions. . . . Now altogether there 
were fifteen bishops from the circumcision, and it was necessary 
at that time, when the bishops from the circumcision were being 
ordained in Jerusalem, for the whole world to follow them and celebrate 
the feast with them, that there might be one accord and one confession, 
one feast celebrated; this was the reason for their solicitude which 
gathered the minds of people into the unity of the church. [But since 
the feast?] could not be celebrated [in this fashion?] for such a long 
time, by God’s good pleasure in Constantine’s reign the matter was 
[set right] for the sake of harmony (Epiphanius, Pan. 70.10.3-5).21

pascha (or its equivalent) in English translations of patristic texts. Similarly, Luther, Tyndale, 
and King James translations anachronistically refer to the celebration of Easter in Acts 12:4 
(cf. Luke 2:41; 1 Cor. 5:7 [Luther and Tyndale]). 

18 Epiphanius, Pan. 70.9.2; Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.23.1; 5:24:1; Athanasius, Syn. 2; 
Epiphanius, Pan. 70.9.8-9; 10.3-5; Theodoret, Haer. Fab. Comp. 3.4. “The Quartodeciman 
controversy, which continued for over two centuries in Asia Minor (Canon no. 7 of the 
Synod of Laodicea, ca. 350), testifies with clarion voice to the perennial desire of many 
Anatolian Christians to maintain the Jewish heritage of the Christian observance of 
Easter/Passover  (Oster 1992). Athanasius (Syn. 2) writes in the fourth century that ‘the 
Syrians, Cilicians, and those who dwell in Mesopotamia dissented from us and kept the 
Pascha at the same time as the Jews’” (Raniero Cantalamessa, trans., Easter in the Early 
Church [Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1993], 162; cf. 128b). See Bruce Chilton, 
Redeeming Time: The Wisdom of Ancient Jewish and Christian Festal Calendars (Peabody, 
Mass.: Hendrickson, 2002), 82-83.

19 Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.23.1; Vit. Const. 3.18.
20 Epiphanius quotes the Regulation of the Apostles: “You shall not calculate, but 

celebrate the feast whenever your brethren from the Circumcision do. Keep it together with 
them. ... Even if they err, do not be concerned” (Pan. 70.10.2, 6; trans. Cantalamessa, Easter 
in the Early Church, 73-74; GCS 3.243). Cf. Daniel Boyarin, Dying for God: Martyrdom 
and the Making of Christianity and Judaism (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), 13; 
Peter L’Huillier, The Church of the Ancient Councils: The Disciplinary Work of the First Four 
Ecumenical Councils (Yonkers, N.Y.: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1996), 21. Epiphanius 
rejects the Audian interpretation of the Regulation that “Keep it together with them” refers 
to Christians celebrating Passover with non-Christian Jews. 

21 Philip R. Amidon, trans., The Panarion of St. Epiphanius, Bishop of Salamis (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1990), 274; GCS 3.243; italics mine. Cf. Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 4.5-6.
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The Jerusalem bishops served as a kind of sod haibbur for the Jesus-
believing world in determining the date of Passover according to the Jewish 
calendar, a practice that unified the church in its worship and confession. 
When the emperor Hadrian expelled the Jewish bishops from Jerusalem 
in 135 CE, the resulting leadership vacuum led to disputes among Gentile 
Christian leaders over the proper dating of Passover.22 This controversy 
over how to calculate a worship day lasted for almost two hundred years.

In a word, there was great confusion and fatigue, as many of the 
scholars know, during the times when a tumult arose in the 
preaching of the church concerning the debate about this feast, and 
in the time of Polycarp and Victor, when the East and the West in 
their dissension did not accept letters of commendation from each 
other, but at certain other times as well, and in the time of Alexander 
bishop of Alexandria, and Crescentius, each of whom is known to 
have written to the other and quarreled, and down to our own times. 
[The church] had continued in this troubled state since the time 
following the circumcised bishops. Therefore the [bishops] from 
every place gathered at that time and having investigated the issue 
carefully, ruled that the feast should be celebrated with unanimity, 
according to what was fitting to the date and the rite. (Epiphanius, 
Pan. 70.9.8-9)23

Epiphanius mentions Polycarp (bishop of Smyrna in the early second 
century) and Victor (bishop of Rome in the late second century), two 
ecclesial leaders who differed in their views on the dating of Passover. 
Victor threatened to excommunicate the Asian churches unless they 
abandoned the Nisan 14 Passover tradition. In response to this threat, 
the bishops in the East assembled and appointed Polycrates (bishop of 
Ephesus) to reply to Victor.

polycrates’ letter to Victor

Polycrates wrote to Victor in 191 CE. Eusebius describes the historical 
context and then quotes from the letter in his Ecclesiastical History (311 
CE):

At that time, no small controversy arose because all the dioceses 
of Asia thought it right, as though by more ancient tradition, to 
observe for the feast of the Saviour’s Passover the fourteenth day of 
the moon, on which the Jews had been commanded to kill the lamb. 
Thus it was necessary to finish the fast on that day, whatever day of 
the week it might be. Yet it was not the custom to celebrate in this 
manner in the churches throughout the rest of the world, for from 
apostolic tradition they kept the custom which still exists that it is 
not right to finish the fast on any day save that of the resurrection of 
our Saviour. Many meetings and conferences with bishops were held 
22 See Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 4.5-6.
23 Trans. Amidon, The Panarion of St. Epiphanius, 273-74; GCS 3.242.
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on this point, and all unanimously formulated in their letters the 
doctrine of the church for those in every country that the mystery of 
the Lord’s resurrection from the dead could be celebrated on no day 
save Sunday, and that on that day alone we should celebrate the end 
of the paschal fast . . . but the bishops in Asia were led by Polycrates 
in persisting that it was necessary to keep the custom which had 
been handed down to them of old. Polycrates himself in a document 
which he addressed to Victor and to the church of Rome, expounds 
the tradition which had come to him as follows:

Therefore we keep the day undeviatingly, neither adding nor 
taking away, for in Asia great luminaries sleep, and they will rise 
on the day of the coming of the Lord, when he shall come with 
glory from heaven and seek out all the saints. Such were Philip 
of the twelve apostles, and two of his daughters who grew old 
as virgins, who sleep in Hierapolis, and another daughter of his, 
who lived in the Holy Spirit, rests at Ephesus. Moreover, there 
is also John, who lay on the Lord’s breast, who was a priest 
wearing the breastplate, and a martyr, and teacher. He sleeps 
at Ephesus. And there is also Polycarp at Smyrna, both bishop 
and martyr, and Thraseas, both bishop, from Eumenaea, who 
sleeps in Smyrna. And why should I speak of Sagaris, bishop 
and martyr, who sleeps at Laodicaea, and Papirius, too, the 
blessed, and Melito the eunuch, who lived entirely in the Holy 
Spirit, who lies in Sardis, waiting for the visitation from heaven 
when he will rise from the dead? All these kept the fourteenth 
day of the Passover according to the gospel, never swerving, 
but following according to the rule of the faith. And I also, 
Polycrates, the least of you all, live according to the tradition of 
my kinsmen, and some of them have I followed. For seven of my 
family were bishops and I am the eighth, and my kinsmen ever 
kept the day when the people put away the leaven. Therefore, 
brethren, I who have lived sixty-five years in the Lord and 
conversed with brethren from every country, and have studied 
all holy Scripture, am not afraid of threats, for they have said 
who were greater than I, “It is better to obey God rather than 
men.”

Upon this [receiving the letter] Victor, who presided at Rome, 
immediately cut off from the common unity the dioceses of all Asia, 
together with the adjacent churches, on the ground of heterodoxy, 
and he indited letters announcing that all the Christians there were 
absolutely excommunicated. But by no means all were pleased by 
this, so they issued counter-requests to him to consider the cause 
of peace and unity and love towards his neighbours (Eusebius, Hist. 
eccl. 5.23.1–5.24.11 [LCL]).
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It is significant that Polycrates includes Polycarp among the heroes of 
the faith who observed Passover on Nisan 14. Polycarp lived from 69-155 
CE and died when Polycrates was thirty years old. This “apostolic father” 
(as he was later called) bridged the apostolic and post-apostolic periods. 
According to Irenaeus (bishop of Lyons in the late second century),24 
Polycarp annually celebrated Passover on Nisan 14 with John and the 
other apostles.

After becoming the bishop of Smyrna, Polycarp sought to convince 
Anicetus (bishop of Rome) to observe Passover according to the Jewish 
dating. Eusebius quotes Irenaeus:

... and when the blessed Polycarp was staying in Rome in the time of 
Anicetus, though they disagreed a little about some other things as 
well, they immediately made peace, having no wish for strife between 
them on this matter. For neither was Anicetus able to persuade 
Polycarp not to observe it [Passover on Nisan 14], inasmuch as 
he had always done so in company with John the disciple of our 
Lord and the other apostles with whom he had associated; nor did 
Polycarp persuade Anicetus to observe it [Passover on Nisan 14], 
for he said that he ought to keep the custom of those who were 
presbyters before him (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.24.16 [LCL]).25

Significantly, Anicetus did not claim that the date when Roman 
Christians celebrated Passover (Sunday after Nisan 14) was in keeping 
with apostolic tradition. Rather, he claimed that the date was in keeping 
with the custom of the “presbyters before him” whom Irenaeus identifies 
as “Pius and Telesphorus and Xystus.” These three served as bishops in 
Rome before and after the Jerusalem church went into exile.26 Eusebius 
by contrast held that the Roman dating of Passover originated with the 
apostles but provides no line of transmission to substantiate his claim.27 
Not unexpectedly, later sources attribute the Roman tradition to Peter 
and Paul.28

the council of nicaea

In the second and third centuries, the western churches lacked the 
ability to impose the Roman Passover tradition on churches in the East. 
This changed in 325 CE when the Council of Nicaea convened to resolve 
the Passover dating question. This first ecumenical council concluded 

24 For a discussion of the historical reliability of Irenaeus’ testimony about Polycarp, 
see Frederick W. Weidmann, Polycarp and John: The Harris Fragments and Their Challenge 
to the Literary Tradition (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1999), 125-33.

25 Cf. Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 4.14.1; 5.20.5-6; Irenaeus, Haer. 3.3.4; Jerome, Vir. ill. 17.
26 Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 4.4-6; 5.24.14.
27 Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.23.1; 5.24.14, 16.
28 “Moreover the Quartodecimans affirm that the observance of the fourteenth day 

was delivered to them by the Apostle John: while the Romans and those in the western 
parts assure us that their usage originated with the Apostles Peter and Paul. Neither of 
these parties however can produce any written testimony in confirmation of what they 
assert” (Sozomon, Hist. eccl. 2.2.131). See also The Paschal Canon of Anatolius of Alexandria. 
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by drafting a synodal letter stating that “all of the brethren in the East 
who have heretofore kept this [Passover] festival when the Jews did, will 
henceforth conform to the Romans and to us.”29

The Emperor Constantine “confirmed and sanctioned the decrees 
of the council.”30 Eusebius copied one of these edicts, a document that 
reflects the extent to which the Council of Nicaea’s decision to reject Nisan 
14 was motivated by anti-Semitism. The 318 or so bishops represented at 
the council did not want to worship like Jews or be dependent on Jews in 
their celebration of Passover because Jews were detestable:

At this meeting [the Council of Nicaea] the question concerning 
the most holy day of Passover was discussed, and it was resolved by 
the united judgment of all present, that this feast ought to be kept 
by all and in every place on one and the same day. ... And first of 
all, it appeared an unworthy thing that in the celebration of this most 
holy feast we should follow the practice of the Jews, who have impiously 
defiled their hands with enormous sin, and are, therefore, deservedly 
afflicted with blindness of soul. For we have it in our power, if we 
abandon their custom, to prolong the due observance of this ordinance 
to future ages, by a truer order, which we have preserved from the 
very day of the passion until the present time.

Let us then have nothing in common with the detestable Jewish crowd; 
for we have received from our Saviour a different way. A course at 
once legitimate and honorable lies open to our most holy religion. 
Beloved brethren, let us with one consent adopt this course, and 
withdraw ourselves from all participation in their baseness. For their 
boast is absurd indeed, that it is not in our power without instruction 
from them to observe these things. For how should they be capable 
of forming a sound judgment, who, since their parricidal guilt in 
slaying their Lord, have been subject to the direction, not of reason, 
but of ungoverned passion, and are swayed by every impulse of the 
mad spirit that is in them. (Eusebius, Vit. Const. 3.18)31

Roger Beckwith concurs that the issue of not wanting to depend 
on Jews was a major consideration in the move away from the Church’s 
observance of Passover on Nisan 14:

For, without such help, they [Christians] were in the humiliating 
position of having to find out the date of the Passover each year 

29 Socrates, Hist. eccl. 1.9. See L’Huillier, The Church of the Ancient Councils, 22-23.
30 Eusebius, Vit. Const. 3.23.
31 GCS 7.85-86; italics mine. For a survey of Christian critiques of Jewish 

intercalation in the fourth century CE, see Sacha Stern, Calendar and Community: A 
History of the Jewish Calendar, Second Century BCE—Tenth Century CE (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 65-85. Constantine regarded the Council of Nicaea’s decision to 
be the will of God: “Receive, then, with all willingness this truly divine injunction. . . . For 
whatever is determined in the holy assemblies of the bishops is to be regarded as indicative 
of the Divine will” (Eusebius, Vit. Const. 3.20). Cf. Socrates, Hist. eccl. 1.9.
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from the non-Christian Jews of their locality. ...Constantine, writing 
about Easter to those absent from the Council of Nicaea, speaks of 
the Jews’ “boast that it is not in our power without instruction from 
them to observe these things” (in Eusebius, Life of Constantine 3:18). 
This clearly reflects the embarrassment under which Christians had 
been laboring. ...32

Following the Council of Nicaea, a number of church canons were 
enacted that prohibited Christians from celebrating Passover with Jews or 
like Jews. These included the Synod of Antioch in 341 CE and the seventh 
of the Apostolic Canons. As an example of what was communicated from 
the pulpit about the importance of Christians distancing themselves from 
Jewish festivals, John Chrysostom preached to his church in Antioch in 
386 CE:

What is this disease? The festivals of the pitiful and miserable 
Jews are soon to march upon us one after the other and in quick 
succession. ...There are many in our ranks who say they think as 
we do. Yet some of these are going to watch the festivals and others 
will join the Jews in keeping their feasts and observing their fasts. 
I wish to drive this perverse custom from the Church right now. 
...Is it not strange that those who worship the Crucified [one] keep 
common festival with those who crucified him?...Certainly it is the 
time for me to show that demons dwell in the synagogue, not only 
in the place itself but also in the souls of the Jews. ...Does God hate 
their festivals and do you share in them? He did not say this or that 
festival, but all of them together.33

Two sermons later, he challenges his flock to abide by the decision of the 
Council of Nicaea rather than observe Passover on Nisan 14 according to 
Jewish dating:

Three hundred Fathers or even more gathered together in the land 
of Bithynia and ordained this by law; yet you disdain their decrees.... 
Christ was present there, it was Christ who formulated and passed 
the laws. Yet you condemn not only the Council Fathers but the 
whole world which approved their judgment. Do you consider that 
the Jews are wiser than the Fathers who came from everywhere in the 
world?34

These sermons echo the anti-Semitism that informed the Council of 
Nicaea’s decision to reject Nisan 14 as a date for the church’s celebration 
of Passover. Chrysostom also reiterates the view expressed by Constantine 

32 Roger T. Beckwith, Calendar and Chronology, Jewish and Christian: Biblical, 
Intertestamental and Patristic Studies (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 63.

33 Saint John Chrysostom, Discourses Against Judaizing Christians, trans. Paul W. 
Harkins; FOC 68 (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1979), 
3-4, 18, 24, 26.

34 Chrysostom, Discourses Against Judaizing Christians, 55, 57; italics mine.
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and the Council bishops that the church should not be dependent on 
Jews.

restoring a taBle felloWship of JeWs and gentiles in messiah

How should twenty-first-century Gentile Christians view all of 
this? Is anti-Semitism a legitimate basis for ecclesial decision-making? 
And if not, should the Council of Nicaea’s decision concerning Passover 
be reassessed? What is wrong with depending on Jewish people for 
determining times of Christian worship? Were not Jesus and the apostles 
Jews?

I submit that the church should depend on the Jewish people and that 
it falls short of being the church when it does not. This is because the church 
is called to be a table fellowship of Jews and Gentiles united in Messiah. By 
God’s design, this relationship is supposed to be characterized by interdependence 
and mutual blessing. Dependence on Jewish people is therefore a sine qua 
non of what it means for the church to be fully the church.

Why did God design the church this way? According to Paul, it was 
for the purpose of mutual humbling. Jews are to be dependent on Gentiles 
and Gentiles on Jews so that both may be brought low and lifted up by 
God:

If some of the branches were broken off, and you, although a wild 
olive shoot, were grafted in among the others and now share in the 
nourishing root of the olive root, do not be arrogant toward the 
branches. If you are, remember it is not you who support the root, 
but the root that supports you. ...So do not become proud, but fear. 
...For if you were cut from what is by nature a wild olive tree, and 
grafted, contrary to nature, into a cultivated olive tree, how much 
more will these, the natural branches, be grafted back into their own 
olive tree. Lest you be wise in your own sight, I do not want you to 
be unaware of this mystery, brothers: a partial hardening has come 
upon Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in. And in 
this way all Israel will be saved. ...As regards the gospel, they are 
enemies for your sake. But as regards election, they are beloved for 
the sake of their forefathers. For the gifts and the calling of God 
are irrevocable. For just as you who were at one time disobedient to 
God now have received mercy because of their disobedience, so they 
too have now been disobedient in order that by the mercy shown 
to you they may also now receive mercy. For God has consigned all 
to disobedience, that he may have mercy on all. Oh, the depth of the 
riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are 
his judgments and how inscrutable his ways! “For who has known 
the mind of the Lord?” . . . To him be glory forever! (Rom. 11:17-36).
Paul wanted Gentile believers to have a profound awareness of their 

dependence on Jewish people. Then they would not be “arrogant” or 
conceited in how they related to the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob (Rom. 11:18, 25).
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In the second century, when Gentile churches depended on Jewish 
bishops to determine the date of Passover, the church experienced peace 
and unity.35 A table fellowship existed between Jews and Gentiles in the 
Messiah. Two hundred years later, the decision at the Council of Nicaea 
to reject all dependence on Jews had the effect of removing Jews from 
the table and making the church an all-Gentile fellowship,36 a deformity 
never envisioned by Jesus and his Jewish apostles.

My point is that at the heart of the Quartodeciman controversy, 
and its resolution at the Council of Nicaea, was a larger ecclesiological 
question that centered on the nature of the church and its relationship 
to the Jewish people. Three hundred bishops decided at Nicaea that the 
church did not need the Jewish people: “Let us then have nothing in 
common with the detestable Jewish crowd; for we have received from 
our Saviour a different way” (Eusebius, Vit. Const. 3.18). The subsequent 
annual observance of Passover/Easter on a date decided by Gentiles, 
and on a day other than Nisan 14, was a symbolic statement that the 
predominantly Gentile church was no longer committed to learning from 
or relating to the Jewish people. For seventeen centuries the Gentile wing 
of the church has failed to repent of this sin of independence, and this 
obstinacy has led to the church being blind to its Jewish roots, blind to its 
Jewish brothers and sisters, blind to its replacement theology, and blind 
to its anti-Semitism.

How can the church repent of this sin of independence? A start 
would be to acknowledge the sin and ask the Lord and the Jewish people 
for forgiveness. Repentance should include turning away from the path 
of independence and returning to some degree of dependence. In light of 
this study, I would suggest that repentance ought to involve, among other 
things, revisiting the Council of Nicaea’s decision concerning Passover/
Easter. This could take various forms. Some churches might affirm their 
ecclesial relationship with the Jewish people by celebrating Passover on 
Nisan 14 (as Polycarp and the Asian churches did). This would involve 
learning from Jewish people how to follow the Jewish calendar. Other 
churches might encourage their members to celebrate Passover at a local 
synagogue on Nisan 14 like the members of John Chrysostom’s church 
did, but with the church’s full blessing. Or a church might host a Passover 
seder of their own on Nisan 14 (in addition to having an Easter Sunday 
service), and plan the seder in consultation with a Jewish ecclesial leader 
so that it is done in a way that shows respect for sacred symbols and 
honors the Jewish community while lifting up the name of Jesus. A more 

35 Epiphanius, Pan. 70.10.3-5.
36 The Second Council of Nicaea (787 CE) was the first ecumenical council to 

explicitly ban Jesus-believing Jews who lived as Jews from the church (canon 8). They 
were expected to renounce all ties to Jewish life through baptismal confessions, e.g., “I do 
here and now renounce every rite and observance of the Jewish religion, detesting all its 
most solemn ceremonies and tenets that in former days I kept and held. In the future I will 
practice no rite or celebration connected with it, nor any custom of my past error, promising 
neither to seek it out nor to perform it” (Of Erwig, Leg. Vis. 12.3.14). See James Parkes, 
The Conflict of the Church and the Synagogue: A Study in the Origins of Antisemitism (New 
York: Atheneum, 1985), 395.
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integrative approach would be to have a Maundy Thursday service that 
focuses on Passover. This could be done in conjunction with inviting a 
local Messianic rabbi to share with the church about the meaning of 
Passover.

Whatever is done to address the Council of Nicaea’s decision 
regarding Passover/Easter, the date is not the main issue. The core issue 
is the church learning again to depend on the Jewish people so that a 
relationship of interdependence and mutual blessing between Jews and 
Gentiles in the Messiah can be reestablished, so that the schism within 
God’s people more widely can be healed, so that the church can be fully 
the church.

cOncLusIOn
The first chapter of Genesis states that the Creator of the universe 

made the sun, the moon, and the stars as signs for the “fixed times” 
(Gen. 1:14). Israel received this cosmology on Mount Sinai and relied 
on astronomy and mathematics to understand how to calculate God’s 
fixed times of worship. First-century Jewish believers in Jesus continued 
to follow this calendar tradition, as does the Messianic Jewish community 
today. By contrast, the Gentile wing of the church charted a different 
course and developed a calendar that retained only a few of the Jewish 
festivals in modified form, Passover being the most prominent. In the 
beginning, Gentile Christian leaders depended on Jewish people to 
determine the date of Passover through intercalation. However, in time 
the Council of Nicaea ended this practice for anti-Semitic reasons: 
Christians should not rely on Jews since Jews are detestable. The council 
decision had the affect of causing a schism within the people of God that 
has remained to this day.

Do Christians no longer need Jews as the Council of Nicaea claimed? 
Countering Paul van Buren’s argument that “Only one Jew is essential to 
the Church and that is the Jew Jesus,”37 Isaac Rottenberg points out that 
“Jewish-Gentile unity belongs to the esse [being], not just the bene esse 
[well-being] of the Church.”38 Markus Barth concurs:

The church is the bride of Christ only when it is the church of Jews 
and Gentiles ... the existence, building, and growth of the church are 
identified with the common existence, structure, and growth of Jews 
and Gentiles.39

If God designed the church to be a table fellowship of Jews and 
Gentiles, and the two are supposed to relate to one another in a spirit of 
interdependence and mutual blessing as Paul argues in Romans 11 and 15, 

37 Paul M. van Buren, Discerning the Way (New York: The Seabury Press, 1980), 155.
38 Isaac C. Rottenberg, Jewish Christians in an Age of Christian-Jewish Dialogue, 99. 

This collection of essays was published in June 1995 “by the family and friends of the 
author in honor of his 70th birthday for distribution among circles engaged in Christian-
Jewish dialogue.”

39 Markus Barth, Israel and the Church: Contributions for a Dialogue Vital for Peace 
(Richmond: John Knox, 1969), 90-91. 
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then Gentile Christian respect for and dependence on the Jewish people 
is intrinsic to the nature of the church. Moreover, without this dynamic 
of interdependence, the church is not fully the church. I propose that the 
church needs to work on ways that it can recapture its identity as a table 
fellowship of Jews and Gentiles united in the Messiah.40 A redemptive 
step in this direction would be for the Gentile wing of the church to 
revisit the decision it made at Nicaea and recommit to learning from the 
Jewish people, beginning with conversations about Passover. For without 
understanding the historical, Biblical, and theological significance of 
Passover, and the science of worship behind this festival, it is impossible 
to grasp the full meaning of Easter.

40 “Traditionally, the church has understood itself as a spiritual fellowship in which 
the carnal distinction between Jew and Gentile no longer applies. The church has declared 
itself a third and final ‘race’ that transcends and replaces the difference between Israel 
and the nations. . . . The proper therapy for this misunderstanding is a recovery of the 
church’s basic character as a table fellowship of those who are—and remain—different. The 
distinction between Jew and Gentile, being intrinsic to God’s work as the Consummator 
of creation, is not erased but realized in a new way in the sphere of the church. The church 
concerns the Jew as a Jew and the Gentile as a Gentile, not only initially or for the period 
of a few generations but essentially and at all times” (R. Kendall Soulen, The God of Israel 
and Christian Theology [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996], 169-70.




