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TIME SCHEDULE OF THE KATHINA PERIOD

ANN HEIRMAN"
(Ghent)

In early Buddhist monasteries, the end of the rain retreat is the starting point of the robe season.
This season lasts one month. During this month, lay people offer robes and robe material to the
Buddhist community. The community can lengthen this period by holding the kathina' ceremony.
It is the start of the kathina period, during which monks and nuns also enjoy several privileges. In
this article, the time schedule of this most important period for the Buddhist community is exam-
ined referring to the extant Pali, Sanskrit and Chinese sources. This study provides a new compara-
tive table of the lunar year, and allows us to outline a general time schedule of the kathina period,
as well as to point out some remarkable differences.
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1. Introduction

The Indian rain;/ season lasts four months (Sravana, Bhadrapada, Asvayuja and
Karttika months®). The Buddhist disciplinary texts (i 13, vinaya)® all state that dur-
ing three of these months, monks (bigiu Lt fr, bhiksu) and nuns (bigiuni Lt T /€,
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! Chin. st %30 jiachina; ¥ L3 jiechina, phonetic renderings of kathina, the ceremonial
cloth that during the kathina ceremony is spread out to make clear that the kathina period has come.
Another Chinese term for this ceremonial cloth is Tfj{# 1< gongde yi, ‘cloth of merit’. The term
Th{# could either refer to a kind of merit that is linked to the five privileges (see further) that one
obtains during the kathina period (cf. Daoxuan, T.1804: 44c13), or to the five privileges them-
selves. For more details see Heirman (2002, Part II, p. 733, note 185).

% See the table at the end of this article.

3 Five vinayas survive in a Chinese translation: the Mahisasakavinaya (T.1421), the Maha-
samghikavinaya (T.1425), the Dharmaguptakavinaya (T.1428), the Sarvastivadavinaya (T.1435)
and the Miilasarvastivadavinaya (T.1442 up to and including T.1451). Of the latter vinaya, there is
also a Tibetan translation. Apart from these texts, the vinaya transmitted by the Theravada School
survives in the Pali language. In addition, several Sanskrit fragments have been found (see Yuyama
1979).
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bhiksuni) should not travel around the country, but should remain in a fixed resi-
dence. These three months generally coincide with the first three months of the rainy
season. The monks or nuns then observe the early rain retreat. Sometimes, monks or
nuns enter the rain retreat one month later. They then observe a late rain retreat. The
Indian rainy season coincides with the summer months of China. Therefore, the Chi-
nese translators call the rain retreat the ‘summer retreat’, xia anju & % J&. This pe-
riod is concluded by the ‘invitation’ (zizi [ 7&K, pravarand)® ceremony. On this occa-
sion, every monk (nun) invites his (her) fellow monks (nuns) to point out his (her)
wrongs, if any, whether seen, or heard, or suspected. The invitation ceremony fol-
lowing the early rain retreat is the starting point of the robe season.’ This season lasts
one month (the Karttika month). During this month, lay people offer robes and robe
material to the Buddhist community (samgha).

Although the robe season may only last one month, the community can
lengthen this period by holding the kathina ceremony. Originally, during this cere-
mony, a ceremonial robe (called kathina) was most probably spread out near the mon-
astery to inform the lay people that the period for the donation of robes and of robe
material had come (see Hértel 1956, pp. 142—144, §107; Bechert 1968, p. 324). It is
the start of the kathina period. During this period, monks and nuns not only receive
robes and robe material, but they also are granted five privileges. In most vinayas
(see Chang 1957, pp. 20—22; Chung 1998b, p. 263, Table I) these are:
one may have an extra robe (or extra robe material);
one may spend the night separated from his (her) robes;
one may eat in a group, separated from the community;
one may eat in one place and then again in another;
one may enter a village before and after mealtime, without informing the other
bhiksus/bhiksunis.

DAL=

2. The time schedule

In this article, I examine when, according to the several vinayas, the kathina period

exactly starts and how long it lasts. Although the vinayas largely agree, thus allowing
us to outline a general time schedule, we also notice some remarkable differences:

—  The Pali vinaya, H. Oldenberg, Vin, Vol. I (Mahavagga), p. 254, says that the

kathina is spread after the monks have completed the rain retreat (= the first

three months of the rainy season);” Vol. V (Parivara), p. 176 adds that the

* The term pravarand is related to the causative form of pra- \vr (‘to invite’). The Chinese
translation zizi B X (lit. ‘as you wish’) points to the fact that one invites others to speak freely
(Chung 1998a, p. 36; Heirman 2002, Part I, pp. 232233, note 34).

> civarakalasamaya.

® According to the Pali vinaya, the early rain retreat starts immediately after the full moon
of the Asalha (Skt. Asddha) lunar month, i.e. on the first day of the Savana (Skt. Sravana) lunar
month; it lasts three months (Vin, Vol. I, p. 137; Upasak 1975, p. 198, s.v. vassavasa). There is also
the possibility of observing a later rain retreat, i.e. a rain retreat that starts one month later than the
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kathina is spread during the last month of the rainy season (= the Kattika, Skt.
Karttika, month). Still according to the Pali tradition, the robe season starts
after the full moon of the Assayuja (Skt. ASvayuja) month, i.e. at the start of
the Kattika month (Vin, Vol. III, p. 261; BD, Vol. II, p. 153). If one spreads
the kathina, the robe season lasts five months (Vin, Vol. IV, pp. 286—287); if
not, it only lasts one month. Thus the Kattika month is the first month of the
robe season (after the early rain retreat), and, at the same time, the last month
of the rainy season.’

—  Mahi, p. 153c11-16: if one observes the early summer retrea‘[,8 the kathina
period can, at the earliest, start on the 16th day of the 7th month and, at the
latest, on the 15th day of the 8th month.” Consequently, there is a margin of
one month. The kathina period lasts four months and can, at the earliest, end
on the 15th day of the 11th month and, at the latest, on the 14th day of the
12th month. If one observes the late summer retreat, the kathina period starts
on the 16th day of the 8th month and ends on the 15th day of the 12th month.

—  Maha, p. 452a17-20 and p. 453a29—b2: one can receive (spread)'’ the kathi-
na cloth between the 16th day of the 7th month and the 15th day of the 8th
month."' The kathina period ends not later than the 15th day of the 12th month.

—  The Dharma mentions that the kathina period starts after the summer retreat
— in my view, at the latest, one month after the summer retreat — and finishes
at the end of the winter (Dharma, p. 878c21-27), i.e. five months after the
end of the (early) summer retreat.'” Cf. Dharma, p. 878¢17—18: “§ii [ & &5
A This e — H 2 Dhi g 1 B3, “I allow" that, after the ‘invitation’ (i.e.

early retreat (Vin, Vol. I, p. 137). In that case, the rain retreat takes place during the last three
months of the rainy season instead of during the first three months.

7 See also Upasak 1975, p. 60, s.v. kathina 11.

8 The Maht mentions that the early summer retreat coincides with the first three months of
the summer (Mahi, p. 129a20—22) [the Mahi (p. 129a9) divides the year in three seasons]. Apart
from the early summer retreat, there is also the possibility of a late summer retreat (Mahi, p.
129b21-22), presumably one month later.

% The period of the 16th day of the 7th month until the 15th day of the 8th month coincides
with the Karttika month, i.e. the first month after the early summer retreat (cf. Maht, p. 319¢20—
22) (see further).

102 “to receive,” followed by Thf 7</5m 5% AP 7<, usually renders a- \str/astarana, “to
spread/the spreading of [the kathina]’ (see Hartel 1956, p. 144; SWTF, Lieferung 9, p. 9, s.v. kathi-
nastara).

"' Le. the Karttika month, the first month after the early summer retreat (apart from the early
summer retreat, there is also the possibility of a summer retreat that starts one month later, Maha,
p- 451b10-12). See also note 16.

2 Between the end of the early summer retreat and the end of the winter, there are five
months. If, however, one observes the late summer retreat (cf. Dharma, p. 832a23-25), the kathina
period most probably lasts four months, equally until the end of the winter. Generally, the Dharma
divides the year in three seasons (spring, summer and winter; cf. Dharma, p. 830b12); exception-
ally, the year is divided in four seasons (cf. Dharma, p. 805c29).

" In many places, the term ¥ (Skt. anujanami) has to be interpreted as ‘I order that’
(Bechert 1968, p. 321; 1982, p. 63). In that case, Dharma, p. 878c17-18, should, to my view, be
interpreted in the following way: ‘I order that, after the invitation, the not receiving of the robe ma-
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after the pravarana), one does not receive (spread) the robe material/robe(s) of
merit (i.e. the kathina robe material/robe(s)) for one month, and that, [after the
‘invitation’], one receives the robe material/robe(s) of merit for five months.”
Given the details provided by the other vinayas, 1 think that this passage has to
be interpreted as ‘the kathina period starts, at the latest, one month after the
(early) summer retreat’, ‘the kathina period ends [at the latest]'* five months
after the (early) summer retreat’.

—  Sarva, p. 206c20-24: the kathina ceremony is carried out after the pravarana
ceremony. One has one month to receive (spread) the kathina cloth. This has
to happen, at the latest,”” on the 15th day of the 8th month. This one month
time is the Karttika month.'"® Compare a short Skt. fragment mentioned by H.
Hirtel in 1956 (p. 145) and — given the fact that the content is closely related
to the Chinese Sarva — attributed to the Sarvastivada School: ||| avam yadi va
kart(t)ikyam paurnamasyam tavad eva samagre samghe sam |||”. It indicates
that one may spread the kathina until the full moon of the Karttika month. Con-
sequently, since the Chinese Sarva says that the kathina has to be spread, at
the latest, on the 15th day of the 8th month, it is clear that in the Sarva (and, in
all probability, also in the Mahi, in the Maha, and in the Dharma), the 15th
day of the 8th month coincides with the full moon of the Karttika month. This
implies that the Karttika month coincides with the period between the 16th
day of the 7th month and the 15th day of the 8th month. This period is, in the
Mahi, in the Maha, in the Dharma and in the Sarva, the month that follows the
early summer retreat. It is the month during which the kathina is spread.

—  The Mila, T.1449, p. 97b27, p. 98al4—16 and p. 98b4-5, says that a kathina
period lasts five months, i.e. the period lasting from halfway through the eighth
month until halfway through the first month of the next year, i.e. from the be-
ginning of the Karttika month until the end of the Phalguna month, at the end

terial/robe(s) of merit [can] last one month, and that, [after the invitation], the receiving of the robe
material/robe(s) of merit [can] last five months.’

14 The kathina period ends at the end of the winter (Dharma, p. 878¢21—-27). For individual
bhiksus, however, the period can also end at an earlier date (Dharma, pp. 878c27—-879al16) (see
further).

" Cf. Sarva, p. 206¢23-24: “ H—HERNHZE - HE HHENATLH
JRAMSZ”, “if, on the first day of the month, one gets robe material (or robe(s)), one has to receive
(i.e. spread: see note 10) it (these) on that day; if one gets it on the second day, or on the third, and
so on until the fifteenth day of the eighth month, it is also like that”. This passage reveals that the
bhiksus do not determine themselves when they spread the kathina, but that they depend on a dona-
tion offered by the lay community. The above interpretation is based upon a comparison with the
other vinayas, that — if they permit a margin for the spreading of the kathina — always mention a
margin of one month. I thus do not agree with H. Hértel (1956, p. 145), who interprets ‘5§ — H’ as
‘the first day of the (eighth) month’ and thus concludes that one may spread the kathina between the
first and the fifteenth day of the eighth month (the Karttika month). Just as in the Dharma, how-
ever, also in the Sarva, a summer retreat or a kathina period starts immediately after a full moon
and ends with a full moon, i.e. it starts on the 16th day of a (Chinese) month and ends on the 15th.

16 The first month after the early summer retreat (in addition, there is also the possibility of
a late summer retreat starting one month later, Sarva, p. 173¢9).
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of the winter (see also Chang 1957, p. 42). This is confirmed by the Skt. Miila-
sarvastivada kathinavastu edited by H. Matsumura (1996, p. 192), and by a
Skt. Miilasarvastivada fragment edited by H. Hértel (1956, p. 156, §112.4).
These Skt. passages say that the kathina period coincides with the period be-
tween the Karttika month and Phalguna month. The Karttika month is the first
month after the early summer retreat.'” This implies that of all the vinaya texts,
only the Chinese Miila relates the Karttika month to the period between the
16th day of the 8th month and the 15th day of the 9th month. We equally find
this time schedule in the Chinese version of the Samantapasadika, i.e. Shan-
Jjian li piposha 3 B {4 2 899 (T.1462), completed around 489 AD (see Ba-
pat and Hirakawa 1970, pp. xlvi—xlvii and lix). It has been adopted also by
Xuanzang, Da Tang xiyu ji X7 4C (T.2087), pp. 875¢15—-876a20 and
p. 918c17-23."

After the kathina period, the samgha removes the kathina. This removal is
valid for all the bhiksus/bhiksunis, even for those who are not present. According to
H. Bechert (1968, p. 326), one originally took away the ceremonial kathina cloth in
order to indicate that the kathina period had come to an end (see also Hértel 1956,
p. 144). For individual bhiksus/bhiksunnis, however, the kathina could be removed at
an earlier time. This happens

1) if a bhiksu/bhiksnuni leaves the district (jie 5, sz'md)19 and does not return
anymore (during the kathina period),

2) and if he/she does no longer want a part of the robes or robe material that
are distributed (because he/she already has robes enough; because his/her new robes
are lost and he/she is not entitled to receive more; or because he/she has given up all
hope of receiving new robes or robe material) (see also Heirman 2002, Part I, pp.
221-226).

3. Conclusion

Given the above data, we can conclude that after the early summer retreat, one may
wait for a maximum of one month to carry out the kathina ceremony. It has to be car-
ried out during the Karttika month, i.e. the period between the 16th day of the 7th
(Chinese) month and the 15th day of the 8th month. If one carries out a kathina cere-

"7 In addition, there is the possibility of a late summer retreat (T.1445, p. 1042b3—4).

'8 Translated by Beal (19692 [1884], Vol. I, pp. 71—73; Vol. II, p. 136). K. Chang (1957, p.
42) copies Xuanzang’s theory and, equally, relates the Karttika month to the period between the
16th day of the 8th month and the 15th day of the 9th month. Consequently, his chart of the lunar
year is valid only for the Milasarvastivada tradition. He wrongly expands it to the whole of China.
Similarl?r also Matsumura (1996, p. 169).

? Any formal act has to be carried out within a well delimited district (jie 5, simad). In or-
der to have a legally valid formal act, every monk or nun present in that district has to attend the
ceremony. See Kieffer-Piilz (1992, pp. 27-28; 115-116).
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mony, the ‘robe season’ lasts until the end of the winter, i.e. during a period of five
months at most. Two vinaya traditions contain some deviating information:
—  According to the Mahi, the kathina period only lasts four months.
— The Chinese Milasarvastivada tradition relates the Karttika month to the pe-
riod between the 16th day of the 8th month and the 15th day of the 9th month.*

This brings us to the following schedule:*'

Paksa (= half-month) Month China Miila

1 (cold season) 1 Margasirsa 16th day of the 8th month  16th day of the 9th month
2

3 2 Pusya

4

5 3 Magha

6

7 4 Phalguna

8

1 (hot season) 5 Caitra 16th day of the 12th month 16th day of the first month
2

3 6 Vaisakha

4

5 7 Jyestha

6

7 8 Asadha

8

1 (rainy season) 9 Sravana 16th day of the 4th month  16th day of the 5th month
2

3 10 Bhadrapada

4

5 11 A$vayuja

6

7 12 Karttika 16th day of the 7th month  16th day of the 8th month
8

2 This difference of one month is also pointed out by the monk Yijing (5% {5; 635—713),
the Chinese translator of the Milasarvastivadavinaya. In his travel account on India and Southeast
Asia (Nanhai jigui neifa zhuan 78 175 25 i N {8, T.2125, p. 220a6-38), he indicates that the 17th
day of the 6th moon of China corresponds to the 17th day of the Sth moon in the old practice (jiu
xing B 17).

2" On the Indian tradition, see also von Hiniiber (1970, p. 126); Vogel (1997, pp. 673—687).
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