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Kathina Ceremony: Origin and Meaning 

A Well-Organized Summary 

Based on the article authored in Khmer by Men-Prang and Am Chon, 

reviewed and edited by Om Khem, and translated into English with AI assistance by 

Ven. Soeurng Vuthy. 

Introduction 

Kathina is a special Buddhist robe-offering ceremony. Although it is part of robe 

offering, it differs from an ordinary robe offering because both the donors and the 

receiving Sangha must follow specific conditions established in the Vinaya. The 

ceremony is closely connected with the completion of the three-month Vassavasa 

(rainy-season retreat) and is intended both to support monks and to recognize their 

disciplined practice. 

1. Origin of the Kathina Offering 

According to the article, in the early period after the Buddha's enlightenment, monks 

were permitted to use Pangsukul robes—ownerless cloth found in places such as 

cemeteries or garbage piles. Later, the Buddha permitted monks to receive Gahapati 

robes, meaning robes owned and offered by laypeople. From this development, the 

practice that became the Kathina offering emerged. 

The origin story concerns about thirty monks from Patheyya who traveled to Savatthi to 

see the Buddha. Because the rainy-season retreat was approaching, they could not reach 

Savatthi in time and therefore spent the Vassavasa at Saketa. After completing the 

retreat and the Pavarana ceremony, they continued to Savatthi despite heavy rain, mud, 

and wet robes. 

When the monks reached Jetavana, the Buddha asked about their welfare, harmony, 

conduct, and difficulties. After hearing their account, he permitted monks who had 

completed the Vassavasa to 'spread the Kathina.' The permission brought five 

advantages to the eligible Sangha: 

 They could travel without informing the other monks. 

 They could travel without carrying all three robes. 

 They could participate in group meals. 

 They could keep surplus robes for as long as permitted. 

 Robes arising at that residence could belong to the monks of that residence. 
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Thus, Kathina developed as a way for lay Buddhists to provide robes to monks who had 

completed the rainy-season retreat and, at the same time, to support the Sangha's 

discipline and practical needs. 

2. Conditions for a Kathina Offering 

Because Kathina is a special Vinaya-based offering, it cannot simply be treated as an 

ordinary donation. The article emphasizes conditions for both the giver and the 

receiving Sangha. 

2.1 Conditions for the Donor 

 A Kathina offering may be made by a human or divine being and by an ordained 

person or layperson. 

 The Kathina season is described as a 29-day period, from the first day of the waning 

moon of Assayuj through the full moon day of Kattika. 

 The donor may offer suitable cloth to be made into a lower robe 

(antaravasaka/sabong), upper robe (uttarasanga/civara), or outer robe (sanghati). 

 The cloth or completed robe must be offered to the Sangha that has completed the 

three-month Vassavasa. 

 The offering formula identifies the cloth or robe as being offered to the Sangha for 

Kathina. 

2.2 Conditions for the Receiving Sangha 

 Kathina may be received only during the prescribed Kathina season. 

 The Sangha must formally designate the particular robe as the Kathina robe through 

the Kathina-spreading procedure. 

 The monk must have completed the three-month Vassavasa. 

 The receiving Sangha must consist of at least five monks. 

 If plain cloth is offered, the Sangha must make it into a proper monastic robe. 

 The Kathina-spreading ceremony must be completed on the day of the offering and 

not postponed beyond that night. 

 The monk who spreads Kathina must possess the knowledge required by the Vinaya, 

including the five advantages, eight matikas, two palipotha, 24 atthata-akara, and 17 

atthata-akara. 

 The monk who spreads Kathina receives only one of the three robes as the Kathina 

robe; other items are subsidiary or meritorious accessories. 
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3. Kathina in Cambodia 

The article contrasts the relatively simple form described in the Buddha's time with the 

broader Cambodian practice. In the early account, even a poor person could perform 

Kathina by offering a single suitable robe or only a few meters of cloth to a qualified 

Sangha. 

In Cambodia, however, Kathina has developed into a much larger community 

ceremony. It commonly involves contributions from many people and may include 

financial support for monastery buildings and public facilities such as schools and 

hospitals. The article presents this as a deeply rooted Cambodian Buddhist tradition 

practiced by ordinary people as well as by the King and Royal Government. 

When donors plan a Kathina, they normally inform the monastery in advance. 

Communities also anticipate whether their monastery will receive Kathina and whether 

the ceremony will be large or modest. If no outside donor comes forward, local 

Buddhists may organize the ceremony themselves so that the monastery is not left 

without a Kathina offering. 

4. Kathina Accessories and Their Meaning 

The article explains that Cambodian Kathina preparations can include many items. 

Experienced monks or elders are often consulted so that the preparations follow 

established tradition and Vinaya requirements. 

 A principal set for the monk who spreads Kathina may include the three robes and 

practical monastic necessities such as a shoulder cloth, waist cloth, sitting cloth, 

umbrella, alms bowl, water kettle, mat, pillow, mosquito net, blanket, bed, pot, plate, 

and spoon. 

 Two sets of accessories may be prepared for the monks who perform the Nyatti 

chanting. 

 Additional packages may be prepared for monks and novices, containing clothing 

and practical items such as candles, incense, soap, medicine, books, writing 

materials, and other necessities. 

 Money may be offered directly to the Sangha and may also support construction or 

improvement of kutis, temples, ponds, gates, walls, schools, hospitals, and other 

projects. 

The article makes an important distinction: the actual Kathina item is one of the three 

robes—a lower robe, upper robe, or outer robe. The other donated items are described as 

'anisangsa lapha,' or meritorious benefits associated with the Kathina. 
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5. The Cambodian Kathina Program 

The article describes the Kathina season as 29 days, during which a donor chooses a 

suitable day for the ceremony. In modern Cambodian practice, programs are often 

arranged over Saturday and Sunday, with chanting on Saturday evening and the main 

procession and offering on Sunday. 

5.1 Chanting Day 

 The first day is generally held in the evening at the principal donor's home. 

 Guests from near and far gather for a large reception and participate in making merit. 

 Paritta chanting and a Dhamma sermon are performed. 

 In some celebrations, artistic performances are included. 

 The receiving monastery may also hold chanting and Dhamma activities. 

5.2 Procession and Offering Day 

 The second day usually begins in the morning with the gathering of participants and 

vehicles at the donor's home. 

 The Kathina procession travels to the designated monastery, often displaying banners 

identifying the destination. 

 A Chai Yam musical group may accompany the procession with joyful music. 

 The monastery is cleaned and decorated with religious and national flags, flowers, 

and other decorations. 

 After food is offered and the reception takes place, participants circumambulate the 

temple clockwise while carrying or accompanying the Kathina. 

 The donors then enter the temple with the three robes and other accessories and place 

them before the Buddha image and Sangha. 

 The ceremony continues with homage to the Triple Gem, observance of precepts, the 

formal robe offering, Kathina-spreading, and blessings for the donors and 

benefactors. 

6. Methods of Offering the Kathina 

The article describes two customary methods of presenting the Kathina. The first uses a 

formal offering formula for either plain cloth or a ready-made Kathina robe, followed 

by the offering of additional items as meritorious benefits. 

The second method, common in modern monasteries according to the article, offers the 

Kathina robe together with its meritorious benefits to the Sangha for the purpose of 
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spreading Kathina and for the long-term welfare and happiness of parents and other 

virtuous persons. 

7. The Kathina-Spreading Ceremony 

After receiving the robe, the Sangha carefully considers whether the offering meets the 

Vinaya requirements. The Sangha then appoints a qualified monk to spread the Kathina. 

Two monks perform the formal Nyatti chanting and present the matter to the Sangha. 

The first chanter announces the offering and asks whether a monk with worn-out robes 

wishes to spread the Kathina. If no monk responds, the second chanter explains why a 

particular monk is qualified and asks the Sangha for agreement. The Sangha expresses 

its approval. 

The appointed monk then receives the Kathina robe through the formal Sangha 

procedure. He discards his old robes as prescribed, makes the required kappabindu mark 

on the robe, determines the robe for use, changes into the new robes, and formally 

declares that he spreads the Kathina with the selected robe. 

Finally, the monk announces that the Kathina has been properly spread according to the 

Dhamma, and the other monks rejoice. Blessings are then given to the original donors 

and all benefactors. Merit is also dedicated to deceased ancestors, bringing the 

ceremony to a respectful conclusion. 

8. Spiritual and Social Significance 

The article presents Kathina as more than a ceremonial robe donation. At its foundation, 

it recognizes monks who have completed the three-month Vassavasa with diligence, 

discipline, harmony, and perseverance. The Kathina privileges are therefore connected 

with the successful completion of the retreat and with proper observance of the Vinaya. 

At the same time, Kathina provides lay Buddhists with an opportunity to practice 

generosity, cooperation, respect for the Sangha, remembrance of parents and ancestors, 

and communal participation in Buddhist life. In Cambodia, the tradition has expanded 

into a major social movement that can mobilize communities for religious activities as 

well as practical development projects. 

The article states that the benefits associated with Kathina extend for five months—

from the time Kathina is received until the fifteenth waxing moon of Phalguna. It also 

emphasizes that Cambodian Kathina has become closely connected with the broader life 

of society and with construction and development activities. 
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Conclusion 

Kathina is a distinctive Buddhist tradition rooted in the Buddha's Vinaya and connected 

directly with the completion of the rainy-season retreat. Its essential feature is not 

simply the quantity or grandeur of the donation, but the proper relationship among 

generosity, qualified recipients, the prescribed season, and the formal Sangha procedure. 

The central Kathina offering is one of the three monastic robes. Other donations—such 

as food, household necessities, money, and construction support—are additional 

meritorious benefits. In Cambodia, these broader practices have transformed Kathina 

into a major communal tradition that brings together monks, donors, families, and entire 

communities. 

In summary, Kathina combines three important dimensions of Buddhist life: disciplined 

monastic practice, generous lay support, and harmonious community participation. Its 

enduring significance lies in supporting the Sangha while giving lay Buddhists a 

meaningful opportunity to cultivate generosity, faith, gratitude, cooperation, and 

dedication of merit. 

Key Points at a Glance 

 Kathina is a special robe offering governed by Vinaya conditions. 

 Its origin is connected with monks who completed the Vassavasa and the Buddha's 

permission to spread Kathina. 

 The Kathina season is described in the article as 29 days. 

 The receiving Sangha must meet specific qualifications, including completion of the 

three-month retreat and a minimum of five monks. 

 The actual Kathina offering is one of the three robes; other items are meritorious 

accessories. 

 Cambodian Kathina has developed into a large community ceremony involving 

religious, charitable, and development activities. 

 The formal Kathina-spreading procedure is carried out by the Sangha according to 

Vinaya rules. 

 The ceremony concludes with blessings and dedication of merit. 

 Kathina supports both monastic discipline and lay generosity while strengthening 

Buddhist community life. 


