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Columbanus and the Easter
Controversy: Theological, Social and
Political Contexts

Caitlin Corning

Determining the correct date for the celebration of Easter involves
important theological and practical considerations. Since there was
no universal agreement about the manner in which these consider-
ations should be addressed it is not surprising that the dating of Easter
became contentious, causing controversy and conflict in the church
for centuries. When Columbanus (d. 615) arrived on the Continent
in the late sixth century, he brought with him an older system for
dating Easter that was different from the one in use in Rome or the
Merovingian churches. Within a few years, the two sides were
debating questions of authority and interpretation in an attempt to
defeat one another’s position or reach a resolution. The controversy
between Columbanus and the Merovingian episcopacy reveals in
microcosm many of the arguments that would be used throughout
the process by which the Irish churches eventually abandoned their
traditional method of calculating Easter in favour of the Roman
practice.

Background on the Easter Controversy

From as early as the second century, there had been disagreements
about how to correctly calculate the date of Faster.! This date needed
to correspond with the information about Christ’s death and resur-
rection from the Bible. The gospel narratives state that Christ was
crucified on, or just after, the Jewish Passover and rose from the dead
on the following Sunday.? In the Old Testament, the Jews were
required to observe Passover on the full moon (luna 14) in the first
month of spring (Nisan). Therefore, by the third century, most



agreed that Easter should be observed on a Sunday following Fhe first
full moon of spring. The incorporation of the lunar calendar into the
calculations for the date of Easter meant that the celebration would
be a movable feast since lunar days do not occur on the same fixed
solar dates from year to year. This is because the lunar year is approx-
imately eleven days shorter than the solar. If adjustments are not
made, the lunar months move out of sequence with the seasons. The
Easter controversy focused on how to correctly use these two calen-
dar systems to determine the date for Easter.

Christians wanted to be able to predict Easter dates into the
tuture, especially as Lent became part of the church calendar. This
meant that Christians could not simply wait for a local Jewish
community to observe Passover and themselves celebrate Easter the
following Sunday since they needed to begin the Lenten fast approx-
imately forty days before Easter. In addition, some Christians argued
that the Jews no longer followed the Old Testament instructions for
Passover and sometimes observed it twice in one vear. By the
Council of Nicaea (325), these two factors, combined with the
increasing belief that Christians should not rely on Jews to help
determine the date of Easter since they had rejected Christ, resulted
in the ecclesiastical leaders ruling that churches should use their own
calculations to determine the date of the full moon after the equinox
and from this, Easter Sunday.

Even with this general agreement, there were issues that led to
conflicting Easter dates. One of these was the date of the equinox.
From the time of Julius Caesar until the fourth century, Rome
believed it occurred on 25th March.? However, by the third century,
the scholars at Alexandria had recalculated to a more accurate 21st
March. If luna 14 (the full moon) happened on 22nd March,
Alexandria would celebrate on the next Sunday, while those using
the 25th March equinox would wait for the next full moon, delaying
Easter for over four weeks.

Another disagreement was over the lunar limits within which
Easter could fall. Luna 14 can occur any day of the week. Since Faster
must occur on a Sunday, there needs to be a seven-day span after the
full moon for the observance of Easter. For example, if luna 14 is on a
Tuesday, the following Sunday would be luna 19. If luna 14 is on a
Friday, Easter would be on sixteenth day of the moon. When it came
to these lunar limits, some argued that this span should include luna 14
since the Gospel of John reports that Christ was crucified on Passover.
This group argued for limits of luna 14-20. Those at Alexandria
believed Easter could not occur on Passover since the Synoptic



Gospels say that Christ was crucified the day after this. Therefore,
their limits were luna 15-21. The traditional practice in Rome was to
have limits of luna 16-22. They believed these dates better represented
the Gospel story arguing that Christ was crucified on luna 14, was in
the tomb on luna 15 and was resurrected on luna 16.

Therefore a complex set of lunar days and solar dates had to be
calculated to determine the date of Easter.* Differences in the date of
the equinox and the lunar range for the Sunday of Easter combined
with a number of additional factors meant competing Easter tables
listed conflicting dates.’

Sources

During the conflict between Columbanus and the Merovingian
Church over Easter, the two tables in question were the Victorian
table and the Latercus 84-year table. Victorius of Aquitaine created his
Easter table in ¢. 457 after Pope Leo’s archdeacon, Hilarius, who later
become pope, requested that he explore the problem of Easter dating
and create a more accurate table to be used in Rome.® It had a 532~
year cycle, placed the equinox on 21 March, and had the traditional
Roman lunar limits of 16—22. Using these parameters, Easter was
observed between 22 March and 24 April (see Chapter 10). A critical
problem with this table was that in some years it listed two possible
Easter dates causing confusion about which should be followed.” In
spite of this, the Victorian table was popular in the Latin West, at
least in part because of the perceived papal approval.® In addition, it
appeared to provide a perpetual Easter table, as the solar dates for
Easter repeated every 532 years. The Merovingian churches officially
adopted this table at the Council of Orléans in 541.7

Columbanus used the Latercus, an 84-year cycle attributed to
Sulpicius Severus (¢. 363—420) that may have arrived in Ireland
around 430.' For years, historians had done their best to recreate this
table using details provided by Columbanus, Bede and others from
the seventh and eighth centuries. However, in 1985, Daibhi O
Créinin discovered a copy of it in Padua, Biblioteca Antoniana, MS.
. 27 and soon after published his findings.!! There were scribal
errors in the manuscript and initial attempts to recreate the Easter
dates proved difficult. Daniel Mc Carthy, who worked with O
Croéinin on the original reconstruction, was able to make corrections
and provided a more accurate reconstruction in 1993.1? Since then,
historians have been able to calculate Easter dates for the fourth
through the eighth centuries using the Latercus table.'’ This allows



them to compare specific years in the Victorian and Latercus tables to
determine whether either listed a date that would be deemed espe-
cially controversial.

The Latercus used the older 25th March equinox and had lunar
limits of 14—20. Easter could occur between 26th March and 23:d
April. Since the supporters of the Latercus thought the equinox did
not occur until 25th March, they would not celebrate Easter from
22nd to 25th March; dates that were perfectly acceptable in the
Victorian table (see Chapter 10). The Latercus differs from other
known 84-year cycles because it inserts the saltus lunae every fourteen
years. The saltus is when a day is skipped in the age of the moon in
order to correspond with astronomical reality. Due to the calcula-
tions used by the Latercus, the lunar dates listed in the table moved
out of sequence with the actual moon by 1.28 days for each 84-year
cycle."* By Columbanus’s time, the Latercus was listing lunar days that
were inaccurate by at least four days. Therefore, if the table identified
a day as luna 14 (the full moon), it was actually luna 10; a date visibly
in error.

Unfortunately for historians, there are few narrative sources that
provide details on the Easter controversy between Columbanus and
the Merovingian church. In the Vita Columbani, Jonas of Bobbio
purposely neglected to include any information about it.!> This is not
surprising since by the time he wrote the Life in ¢, 640, the monas-
teries originally founded by Columbanus had adopted the Victorian
table. As with all vitae, the purpose of the Vita Columbani was to
present its protagonist as a saint who was held in favour by God.!® To
report that Columbanus had once supported an Easter table then
regarded as incorrect would not have been suitable material for this
work. In spite of this, the Vita can provide context on Columbanus’s
relationship with the Merovingian court of Burgundy and the
bishops, though, as will be discussed, Jonas also altered this evidence
to fit his goals.

Fortunately, there are five surviving letters by Columbanus, four
of which discuss the Easter controversy.!” These letters are invaluable
and provide a critical witness in three important ways. First, these
letters are the only documents that contain the arguments in support
of the Latercus table and against the Victorian written by someone
who felt the Latercus was correct. In all other instances, those who
advocated for the Victorian or other tables composed the documents
that preserve the arguments in favour of the Latercus.!® Columbanus’s
letters allow the historian to compare his ideas against the informa-
tion found in these other sources.



Second, since Columbanus’s letters represent a period of over ten
years, thev reveal the development of his arguments and the modifi-
cations in his approaches as the controversy continued. It is not often
in the wider history of the Easter controversy that historians have
multiple sources by the same person. Given Columbanus’s impor-
tance in this early phase of the Easter controversy involving Irish
churchmen, these letters become even more critical. Finally, because
these letters are the only source that details the Easter controversy
between the supporters of the Latercus and Victorian tables in
Merovingian Gaul, they must be used not only to understand
Columbanus’s opinions but also to reconstruct the arguments of the
Merovingian bishops against the Latercus.

The controversy as presented in Columbanus’s letters

Soon after Columbanus arrived in the Merovingian kingdoms, Eas-
ter became an issue. Around 600, he wrote to Pope Gregory the
Great (590-604) to ask for papal condemnation of the Victorian
table.!” In this letter, Columbanus attacks the table’s legitimacy on
three points. First, he argues that by allowing Easter to fall on the
21st or 22nd day of the lunar month, the table supports a ‘dark Eas-
ter’. By this time in the lunar cycle, the moon rises after midnight so
that there are more hours of darkness than moonlight. Since Easter
celebrates the triumph of Christ, ‘the light of the world’, over death,
Easter should not be celebrated on a day when light has not con-
quered darkness. Columbanus then quotes a passage from a docu-
ment attributed to Anatolius, bishop of Laodicea (d. 283), which
states that those who allow Easter to fall on the 21st or 22nd *... not
only cannot maintain this on the authority of holy scripture, but also
incur the charge of sacrilege and contumacy, together with the peril
of their souls’.?® This issue may have been of special concern to
Columbanus because the Victorian table listed Easters on these days
in 593—4, 597 and 600.

His second complaint is that this table allows Christ’s resurrection
to be celebrated before his passion.?! Since Columbanus regarded
25th March as the date of the equinox and therefore the earliest date
for Passover, he did not believe that Easter should be celebrated
between 22nd and 25th March. As mentioned, the earliest possible
date for Easter in the Latercus was 26th March.

His third major accusation against Victorius’s table is that its lunar
limits (luna 16-22) violated the instructions for the week of the Feast
of Unleavened Bread as outlined in the Old Testament. In connection



with Passover, Jews were to observe this in remembrance of the
flight of the Hebrews out of Egypt.?? Columbanus believed that it
should be observed from the 14th to the 20th day of the lunar month.
In other words, Passover and the first day of the Feast of Unleavened
Bread occurred on the same day. By allowing Easter to fall on lung
21-22, not only did this table allow a dark Easter, but Victorius had
added two days to his lunar limits never mentioned in scripture.?3

With regard to the arguments used by the Merovingian bishops
against the Latercus, Columbanus states their only accusation is that
it ‘holds Easter with the Jews’.?* This is an allusion to the fact that
the Latercus allowed Easter to occur on luna 14. In the early church,
some Christians had always celebrated Easter on Passover (luna 14)
no matter the day of the week. This practice, known as Quarto-
decimanism, was condemned from the late second century. From
that time forward, some argued that luna 14, even if it fell on a
Sunday, was no longer a viable date for Easter.?>

Columbanus sees this as a ridiculous claim and argues that allow-
ing Easter to fall on luna 14 is not celebrating with the Jews. It is
simply following the instructions for Passover and the Feast of
Unleavened Bread as outlined in the scriptures. If Christians
correctly calculate the date of Easter and it happens to fall on the
same day as Passover, this is simply a coincidence. In any case,
Passover and Easter belong to God, not to the Jews who rejected
Christ. It is God, he contends, who appointed these instructions.
Arguing that Easter cannot happen on luna 14 is, in effect, question-
ing God.?¢

Columbanus is clearly disturbed that the pope has not condemned
the Victorian table and cannot believe that he would support a dark
Easter. He suggests that if it is humility preventing Gregory from
rejecting this table for fear of being seen as ruling against earlier
popes who supported it, he must remember that ‘a living saint can
right what by another and greater one has not been righted’.?’ False
humility only harms the church.

Columbanus acknowledges that his letter may seem presumptu-
ous, but assures Gregory that rather than writing on his own author-
ity, he is simply asserting the beliefs of numerous church fathers. He
states that all the scholars in Ireland have long dismissed the Victorian
table as inherently flawed. He notes that Anatolius, whom Jerome
praised as a man of great learning, had condemned the practice of
dark Easters (luna 21-22).%% Since Victorius allowed these, it remains
up to Gregory to choose between Anatolius, and by extension
Jerome, on the one hand and Victorius on the other.



This letter reveals Columbanus at his most assured. While he
claims humility, he forcefully presents his arguments. This is not a
letter that objectively outlines the positives and negatives of the
Victorian and Latercus tables. Columbanus appears to have believed
that his arguments against the Victorian table, his defence of luna 14,
and his cautions about siding against Jerome would be persuasive
enough for Gregory to rule in his favour. He believed he had the
obligation to raise these issues with the pope and to remind him of
his duty to lead the church into the fullness of truth.?’

Though Columbanus states that he wrote additional letters to Pope
Gregory and also a brevis libellus to Aridius, bishop of Lyon (603~15),
none of these documents survive.?? Therefore, there are no sources for
this part of the Easter controversy until 603—7 when Columbanus
composed his second and third surviving letters. The second letter is
addressed to the bishops at the Council of Chalon-sur-Saéne (c.
603).3! Columbanus had been asked to appear at this council to discuss
Easter, but he refused and instead composed a written response. The
third letter was sent to Rome, though the pope is not named.*? Since
there were short papal vacancies in 604 after the death of Gregory the
Great, and from 606~7 after the death of Pope Sabinian, historians
assume the letter should be dated to one of these periods.

What is new in these two letters is Columbanus’s plea that he and
his followers be allowed to use the Latercus while the rest of the
Merovingian church could follow the Victorian table. He pleads with
the bishops, ‘let Gaul, I beg, contain us side by side, whom the
kingdom of heaven shall contain’?® In the third letter, he reminds
the pope of the debate between Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna (d. 167),
and Pope Anicetus (c. 158—67).3% According to tradition, the two
could not come to an agreement on the correct dating of Easter but
decided to let each celebrate according to their own tradition rather
than fracture the unity of the church.

In the past, statements such as these were interpreted by some
historians as demonstrating that the Irish supporters of the Latercus
did not regard diversity in Easter dating as a problem, but instead
viewed it as part of the normal multiplicity of practices in the church.
For example, Kathleen Hughes in her magisterial The Church in Early
Irish Society presented the idea that the Irish ‘expect[ed] diversity’
while the continental church did not. In fact, she argued that only
the supporters of the Roman tables saw Easter dating as ‘not a matter
of church discipline, but almost as a matter of faith’.%

More recently, historians have emphasized that the Irish did
regard Easter dating as a matter of significant concern and were not



supportive of diversity in this area.?® In light of this, these passages
have been reinterpreted. First, Columbanus states in both letters that
he has appended his earlier letter to Pope Gregory.>” As discussed, it
clearly condemns the Victorian table. Second, although he assumed
his readers would be familiar with his arguments, he does restate his
main claims against Victorius’s system. To the bishops at Chalon, he
reminds them that the Victorian table celebrates Easter before the
equinox, uses the unlawful luna 21-22, and violates the arguments of
Anatolius. Columbanus adds that he regards Victorius as having little
authority for he wrote after the great Fathers of the church.?® To the
pope, he again emphasizes that Anatolius condemned the lunar limits
later adopted by Victorius.>

In Columbanus’s second letter, he focuses on the need to submit
to God and to seek together for the truth.*’ He does suggest that
both traditions could be followed, but only so long as ‘both traditions
are good’. Otherwise, ‘whatever agrees better with the Old and New
Testament should be maintained’*! Columbanus’s arguments against
the Victorian table suggest that he was confident the Latercus would
prevail if both sides humbly searched for the truth.

Columbanus’s shift from requesting a condemnation of the
Victorian table to simply requesting that his monastic foundations be
allowed to use the Latercus most likely arose from the political reali-
ties he faced in ¢. 603. In his second letter, he calls upon the bishops
to protect rather than persecute his foundations.*> He is concerned
with the divisions this quarrel is causing and seems troubled that he
might be forced to leave Burgundy.*® He realized, at this point, that
there was little chance the Merovingian bishops would adopt the
Latercus. His only option to ensure that his foundations were not
forced to use the Victorian table was to attempt to compromise with
the bishops.

No record of the Council of Chalon survives. However, given
that Columbanus wrote to the papacy after this, it can be assumed
that the bishops were not open to his compromise. Therefore,
when he wrote to the papacy in 604/606~7, he wanted the pope to
rule that he was outside the jurisdiction of the Merovingian
bishops. It is in this context that he mentions the story of Polycarp
and Pope Anicetus.** For the sake of unity, Pope Anicetus agreed
that two Easter traditions could be used. How much more should
the pope allow Columbanus to do the same when his Easter table
had the support of Anatolius and Jerome? In addition, towards the
end of this letter, he reminds the pope of the ruling of the second
ecumenical council of Constantinople (381) that churches in



heathen lands should follow the traditions of the Fathers.*> By
referring to this canon, Columbanus was trying to demonstrate
that there was historic precedence for his contention that he should
not be subject to the authority of Merovingian bishops, but instead
should be allowed to continue to follow the tradition of the Irish
churches.

By 607, Columbanus and the Merovingian bishops had been
debating Easter for over a decade. Historians recognize that
Columbanus must have had royal support in order to ignore the
continued opposition by the episcopacy. While Easter was a serious
theological issue, politics often influenced the ways in which specific
ecclesiastical leaders or institutions could respond. Determining the
exact role the Merovingian royal family in Burgundy may have
played in the controversy is difficult. Columbanus never refers to the
king so his letters provide little help. In addition, historians know
that in the Life of Columbanus, Jonas has manipulated events in this
period to reflect the political situation ¢. 640 when the Life was
composed. In 613, Chlothar II, king of Neustria (584-629), over-
threw Brunhild and her descendants. To justify this, Chlothar and
his court encouraged the beliet that Brunhild and her descendants
were hopelessly corrupt. By the time Jonas wrote the Life, Chlothar
and his successors had been patrons of the Columbanian houses for
almost thirty years. Therefore it is not surprising that Jonas tried to
distance Columbanus from Brunhild and her grandson Theuderic
(595-613), but portrayed the saint as prophesying the eventual
triumph of Chlothar.®

Despite the attempts by Jonas to downplay the support Columbanus
initially received in Burgundy from the royal family, it is clear that
there was a close and influential relationship. It is probable that
Luxeuil and Columbanus’s other monasteries in Burgundy were
royal foundations.*’ Even in the Life, Jonas includes the information
that before they turned against Columbanus, Theuderic sought
spiritual advice from the saint and Brunhild locked to Columbanus
to bless Theuderic’s children.*®

One of the best examples of the importance of royal support can
be seen at the Council of Chalon. It is important to keep in mind
that many bishops held their positions because of royal patronage.
Brunhild was influential in the election of a number of bishops
including Aridius of Lyon, who presided at the council meeting.*’ In
addition, Theuderic’s approval would have been needed to call a
church council.’® It is only possible to speculate why the king
allowed Easter to be discussed at this meeting. He may have been



pushing for the compromise position Columbanus proposes as a way
to solve the ecclesiastical dispute.51 In any case, in addition to Easter,
the bishops at Chalon also discussed the fate of Desiderius, bishop of
Vienne (d. 607). Desiderius appears to have offended Brunhild, whe
responded by arranging for his denunciation and exile by the
bishops.52 Therefore, Desiderius, who had angered Brunhild, was
condemned on various charges and exiled. Columbanus, who did
not even bother to attend the meeting, seems to have faced no sanc-
tions. Given the patronage Columbanus received from Theuderic
and Brunhild, it is possible the bishops knew that there was little
possibility of enforcing any condemnation.

Although not a problem in 603, Thomas Charles-Edwards has
suggested that the controversy between Columbanus and the episco«
pacy in Burgundy eventually contributed to the saint’s exile from
Burgundy seven years after Chalon.>? Jonas reports that Columbanus
was exiled because he refused Brunhild’s request to bless her illegiti-
mate great-grandchildren. She then turned the court and episcopal
hierarchy against him.>* Charles-Edwards, however, points out that
in 610, Theuderic had to surrender territory to his brother,
Theudebert (595-612), king of Austrasia. In light of this weakness,
he may have needed to ensure the support of the secular and ecclesi-
astical nobility. Theuderic may have decided that Columbanus was
too divisive and so needed to be removed from the court.

The last letter in which Columbanus mentions Easter was written
to his own communities after his exile in 610.°>> Much of the letter
is concerned with reminding his monks that those who follow Christ
will face tribulation and persecution. He encourages them to remain
humble, at peace and united. In a section addressed to Athala, whom
Columbanus thought might succeed him as abbot, he warns that the
community may become divided over Easter. In fact, he thought that
cracks were already beginning to appear and urged Athala to stand
firm. He worried that his enemies would use Easter to divide the
community and that without his presence, his monks might abandon
the table he held to be correct.

End of the controversy in the Columbanian communities

Historians do not know when the Columbanian houses finally aban-
doned the Latercus. One possibility is that they did so soon after
Columbanus’s death in 615. It must be remembered that the leaders
of the Columbanian monasteries, such as Eustasius and Athala, were
closely linked to the Merovingian aristocracy.’® Therefore, they



would have used the Victorian table before joining one of Columba-
nus’s monastic foundations. Perhaps some of the monks had sup-
ported the Latercus more out of loyalty to their founder and less
because of a conviction that it represented the correct method for
calculating Easter.

Despite Columbanus’s protests, there were strong arguments in
favour of the Victorian table. First, it did have wide support. Insofar
as church unity is concerned, this is an important factor. Not only
had this table been approved by a Merovingian church council, it was
the one used in Rome. Second, supporters of the Victorian table
could point to the fact that it did agree with the Biblical narrative.
As mentioned, according to the Gospel of John, Christ was crucified
on luna 14, was in the grave on luna 15, and resurrected on luna 16.
Therefore lunar limits beginning with the sixteenth day of the
month, as advocated by Victorius, reinforced the concept that Easter
is a celebration of Christ’s resurrection, not his death. It also allowed
for a clearer separation of Jewish and Christian practice by avoiding
Easter on luna 14.

If Columbanus’s monasteries did not abandon the Latercus c. 615,
the other possibility is that they did so shortly before 628.>7 Jonas
reports that a council was held at Macon (626/7) to hear complaints
against the Columbanian houses.®® If these monasteries were still
using the Latercus, this could explain, at least in part, why the bishops
met. However, Jonas’s account of the specific accusations is vague
and historians can only speculate if Easter was an issue.”” If the
Columbanian houses had been using the Latercus as late as 626/7,
they must have changed soon thereafter because in 628, Pope
Honorius (625-38) granted a privilege to Bobbio, one of the houses
founded by Columbanus in northern Italy.®® Honorius’s interest in
the Easter controversy is attested in a letter he wrote to Irish clergy
in which he argued against the Latercus.®® Since it is doubtful that
Luxeuil and Bobbio would have been using different Easter tables
and it is unlikely that Honorius would have granted a privilege to
Bobbio at a time when it actively condemned the Victorian table,
most historians see this as a terminus post quem non for the abandon-
ment of the Latercus by the Columbanian monastic houses.®?

Conclusion

Easter dating was a critical issue that caused divisions between
Columbanus and the Merovingian church in the first part of the
seventh century. Each group believed that the opposing side’s table



violated key Christian concepts associated with this feast. Columba-
nus’s four letters allow the historian to chart a progression in his
response to the Easter controversy from his initial confidence that the
papacy would condemn the Victorian table, to his suggestion of a
compromise where both tables would be used and, finally, his anxi-
ety that his own monks might adopt the Victorian table. Throughout
this, Columbanus’s ability to continue to use the Latercus in the face
of mounting episcopal opposition rested heavily on his ability to
maintain royal support and patronage.

Columbanus’s letters also are important because they reveal the
similarities and differences in the arguments and approaches used as
the controversy developed in the British Isles. For example,
Cummean and Bede both report that the supporters of the Latercus
from Jona also referenced Anatolius in support of their Easter calcu-
lations.®3 On the other hand, Bede states that the supporters of the
Latercus at the Synod of Whitby (664) claimed the table reflected the
traditions handed down by the Apostle John.®* Columbanus never
used this argument. It is possible that this claim was not utilized until
the late 620s when the supporters of the Victorian table in Ireland
argued that Rome and rest of the church viewed Victorius’s calcula-
tions as correct. Appealing to the authority of St. John may have been
a way to legitimize use of the Latercus in the face of this assertion.

Unfortunately, due to the vicissitudes of time coupled with the
fact that the Columbanian communities did not want to preserve the
memory of their founding saint supporting an Easter table that was
eventually rejected by the rest of the church, it is not possible to fully
reconstruct all the phases of this conflict or establish for certain when
his foundations fully embraced the Victorian table. However,
Columbanus’s letters do provide invaluable contemporary evidence
and preserve the arguments presented by one of the most ardent
supporters of the Latercus table.

Notes
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